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Chapter 1
Fifteen Minutes I


The ground rumbled, tremors reaching all throughout Ogdenborough. And the darkness of night meant the glowing wormhole the size of a moon was rather visible among the stars above. It was far away, but the glowing streak of light making its way toward his world was the more concerning part.

Orodan did not even know what a Celestial rarity skill was, though it was clearly a big deal. He faced pursuit from both the world core below and cosmic intruders above. Just what, or who, was coming after him?

All he knew was that he didn’t have much time. And while others might have hesitated or made grand plans, Orodan responded the only way he knew how. The only way he could push aside the grief of losing everyone and having failed them all.

With action.

It was time to test the limits of his new Celestial rarity skill.

Something he’d acquired in the desperation of his last stand against the Eldritch Avatar. A power which had drawn the notice of beings from within the heart of the world and interlopers from beyond.

Unlike his other skills, channelling Domain of Perfect Cleaning was no trivial task. Orodan felt a powerful draw of power, the activation requiring much soul energy. If he didn’t have Eternal Soul Reactor, just using the skill like he was would have left him overdrawn and collapsed in a heap from exhaustion. As it was, he could take it. The exceedingly odd cleansing energy emanated off of him, expanding farther and farther… until the surrounding ten blocks were irrevocably altered.

By the hand of Orodan, something had inexplicably changed in Ogdenborough, specifically along his street, Briar Court, and the surrounding area. And as he exited his utterly immaculate hovel, he began to hear the people who were awoken in the night.

The first voices came from the house of a familiar tanner. One whose home had never gotten rid of the foul odor of tannins and leather.

“What the… what happened? The smell… Mother! The smell is finally gone! I don’t smell tannins anymore!” cried the tanner’s daughter in relief as the man’s house finally lost its ever-present stench.

Another family, an older couple within their homes, were startled.

“My… what even was that? I feel so invigorated…”

“Darling! Your hair… it’s entirely black! You… you’re young again!”

A drunkard passed out on his bed, was now free of a hangover and wide awake.

“Who the hells woke me up? I’m parched, where’s my waterskin?” the drunk uttered, and then a cry of shock rang out. “B-by the Gods… this water tastes incredible! I don’t even feel hungover anymore!”

All around him, Orodan heard similar words of shock and astonishment from the usage of his Domain of Perfect Cleaning. The skill hadn’t increased in level with this single usage, but its advance was close, and Orodan instinctively had a hunch that this skill would face no bottlenecks for a long time.

It felt natural… as though he was always meant for this.

He stepped out of his hovel and surveyed the shocked faces of everyone on his street as they were awoken by the intrusive, if beneficial, changes to their bodies. Aging reversed as the cells were cleansed and restored to optimal condition. Hangovers cured as the alcohol was wiped right out. Headaches and maladies gone as the diseases and wounds were purged outright. Every single person within ten blocks had been irrevocably changed for the better.

To simply wipe dust off a countertop was cleaning. But to restore something to its prime condition? This… this was perfect cleaning.

The very ground for a half mile had been utterly purified, and the effects were quite pronounced. Orodan could sense the vitality and mana flowing through everything better, as all impurities had been completely removed. Essentially, the surrounding half mile was completely pure, without flaws and impurities.

That would present an interesting anomaly for local authorities whenever they decided to come by. Not that Orodan would be around to see it.

He wasn’t arrogant enough to call himself divine, and neither would he ever want to be, but many would see him as such with feats like these. And it raised the question of what else Orodan could do now that he possessed all this power.

Of course, such power mattered little when foes of a cosmic bent who were fully aware of Celestial skills were on their way to get him. And the clock was ticking down quickly towards that. With roughly fifteen minutes of time, he needed to maximize each loop.

For he had no intent of politely going along with any of the coming parties.

It was still the first thirty seconds of the loop, and Old Man Hannegan usually didn’t arrive at the construction site for the warehouse until after Orodan’s morning Physical Fitness regimen. The old man was a hard worker and would get up at night just to collect the lumber from the supplier in Scarmorrow to make it back in time for the beginning of the workday.

Frankly, the laborers who worked under Gregory Hannegan should’ve been ashamed, as the old man’s work ethic far outstripped theirs.

Each second counted. And now, in a loop where Orodan had but fifteen minutes until the Void Horror from below came to capture him? He decided to skip traveling altogether.

[Teleportation 14 → Teleportation 15]

Not too long ago he’d hated magic—he was a warrior through and through after all—but learning from some of the best magic teachers of Novarria, and then successfully employing it to draw the Eldritch Avatar into a trap, convinced Orodan of its utility and value. Especially now, in the context of a loop where he needed to maximize efficiency.

Space warped as spatiomancy took him to where he wanted to be, the middle of the road between Scarmorrow and Ogdenborough, dead in the night. A cart loaded with cheap lumber, being pulled by a mule. In the driver’s seat of this cart, sat Old Man Hannegan, and he was angrily waving a lit torch at a covetous pair of wolves.

Yes, Ogdenborough had a branch of the county militia, but it had no mounted unit. And leadership decided the barracks didn’t have enough manpower for patrolling the road between Ogdenborough and Scarmorrow at night. For the old man to travel the unguarded road while the moon was visible in the sky… it made Orodan’s respect for him grow considerably.

“Away with you! Hungry mutts! This mule makes way for an important task! You won’t be taking a bite of his rump tonight!” the old man yelled as he waved his torch in an effort to be intimidating. Of course, behind the old man was Orodan. And upon seeing him, the wolves fled, as their instincts told them certain death approached. “That’s right! And keep running! Haha… haven’t wrestled a wolf since I was a young man, hmm, who—Orodan?”

The sudden scare looked like it took a year off the man.

“What would you have even done if they charged? Beat them with your walking stick?” Orodan asked as he tore space around the old man and the entirety of the mule-driven cart of lumber. “Anyhow, no time to talk. Let’s go build that warehouse, old man.”

Ordinarily, the energy costs of Teleportation increased as more people and objects were ferried along. But what did this matter to Orodan whose soul could generate power endlessly? The old man and his mule-driven cart were teleported straight to the work site at 4 Ale Road.

“Orodan? What’s happening! This strange energy is surrounding me and… and…” The old man trailed off as he realized he was suddenly at 4 Ale Road, cart, mule, and lumber included. “How? How are we here? Is this what space mages are capable of? But… the anti-spatiomancy wards around the county…”

“Aren’t an issue for me. Any ward which can be defeated by brute force is no obstacle. But enough of that, time is too short, let’s build,” Orodan said as he immediately threw the lumber into a pile. “C’mon, old man, we can even get this done before your lazy laborers show up.”

In truth, while Orodan spoke as though he needed Old Man Hannegan, he really didn’t. He’d built this warehouse so many times by now, he knew the steps by heart. If he needed lumber, he could teleport to the woods and uproot a few dozen trees to bring back. If he needed manpower, he could simply summon his ‘clones.’

Dragging along the old man was simply an excuse to show him the fruits of his completed warehouse. It was also entertainment… and a distraction.

His heart simply wasn’t ready to teleport and meet with his former companions yet. The events of the last long loop still weighed heavily on his heart and mind, and to counter this, Orodan intended to throw himself into the work of these short loops and the eventual combat he would face at the end of the fifteen minutes.

“Wait, Orodan! Without the architect we can’t build this… ah… never mind…” Old Man Hannegan muttered. “I’d ask how you know Vilia’s blueprints by heart, but I’m just going to go along with this.”

“Hmm… before we go any further… this work site is dirty, let’s fix that,” Orodan said, his Celestial rarity skill activating, and the Domain of Perfect Cleaning erupted outward in a half mile radius.

“Hrk! What is this feeling? I feel like I’ve become young again,” Old Man Hannegan said. Although… Orodan couldn’t exactly refer to him as ‘Old Man’ Hannegan now, could he?

Where the man once had a gray beard, it was now a flowing canvas of black. Where there were wrinkles, was now smooth. Though it seemed even a full restoration to prime condition did not erase his perpetually grumpy look, nor the surly aura of a working man emanating from him.

Orodan had to take a moment and stare.

“How can you look old despite being younger? Maybe you really are a grumpy old man at heart…” he muttered.

“Who are you calling old, you stupid rockhead!” the old man yelled. “And why do I feel so odd? Have you… have you reversed my age? By the Gods above… what is this madness? Am I… young?”

“Well, given the sudden lack of gray hairs and wrinkles, I’d say so,” Orodan replied. “Hmm… I’m surprised the synchronization with Basic Healing can cause even this. Do the skills used in a Celestial combination amplify one another?”

Basic Healing had a low skill level, and Orodan was surprised it had any impact at all when it came to cleaning. For the previously weak skill to be amplified so much? Was this the power of a Celestial skill? The ability to uplift any skill within it to the shared level of them all?

“Synchronization with what? What skill even is that? Orodan, this doesn’t make sense, none of it should be possible!” Hannegan protested. “No Bloodline should be capable of this… No Blessing can do so much, who are you and what have you done with Orodan Wainwright?”

“It’s still me, the same battle-happy maniac you know,” Orodan replied. “Just… given the power to do this over and over without end, and having experienced pain I’d rather not have…”

Even saying that caused the memories of his companions to return and assault him full tilt. Vespidia, Balastion… Zaessythra…

Orodan said nothing else and simply used the remainder of the time to work. He got about three-quarters of the way through building the warehouse when the old man complained about an earthquake, before the Void Horror was close enough that it was time to interrupt whatever he was doing.

The tremors beneath the ground reached a peak, and a gigantic gray hand was on the verge of breaking the surface and crushing all in its grasp.

Only for a Spatial Fold to shoot out and envelop the hand, alongside the being it was connected to.

The Void Horror—the uncorrupted brother of the Eldritch Avatar—thrashed, struggled, and flared its energies turbulently in an attempt to throw Orodan’s spatial manipulation off. Its energy reserves were incredibly high, and no other spatiomancer could directly manipulate the kinetic vector of so powerful a being. Not only was the cost prohibitively high to begin with, but even if a spatiomancer succeeded initially, the ongoing cost of maintaining the spell would be tremendous.

But what did that matter when Orodan had Eternal Soul Reactor and generated enough power to put the energy batteries of entire cities to shame?

His Spatial Fold caused the Void Horror to skip the surface entirely and instead be flung into the sky, where he and it landed a few dozen miles away from Ogdenborough and any other civilization. The work site, the civilians nearby, and the old man were spared an unfortunate fate thanks to his intervention.

“If I hadn’t changed your direction, you would’ve killed a bunch of people with your entry,” Orodan warned it. “You can’t just burrow up into the middle of town with that much force when you’re that big.”

The Void Horror looked slightly perplexed and more than a little alarmed at how easily it was directly manipulated via Spatial Fold. It also seemed wary at just how casual Orodan was being. In fact, Orodan knew he could send it deep into the void between stars if he wanted, thereby avoiding this whole situation in each loop.

But that would be unsporting, and given what happened to its brother, a bit cruel, too. Orodan was, if nothing else, possessed of a stern sense of martial honor.

And he desperately wanted this fight, if only so he could forget the grief plaguing his heart.

“Orodan Wainwright, I do not mean to earn your ire, but we must retreat to the world core of Alastaia. Great danger comes our way,” it spoke. “Come with me… or I shall have to ensure your safety by force.”

A crazed grin covered Orodan’s face as the sword and shield in his hands were gripped tighter than ever.

“By force you say?” Orodan asked in a tone most unsettling to his would-be abductor. “I’ve been looking forward to battling you for a while now, so by all means… use force!”

Only fifteen minutes of the loop had passed, and as a result, the moon still hung overhead. Perfectly in the line of sight for an overcharged Spatial Fold.

A Flash Strike took him toward the surprised Void Horror, who reacted in time; however, his goal was merely to slam into it and gain some forward motion closer to the fold in space he’d created behind it. The Spatial Fold compressed space to a ridiculous degree, making a distance of hundreds of thousands of miles a mere few feet. And before either of them knew it, they’d crashed right into the moon, causing a titanic quake for dozens of miles.

Just that clash and impact alone could have slain an Avatar outright. An impact he’d only been slightly damaged by and healed from instantly after. Proof of how far he’d come.

In a starved environment like this, the local creatures were mostly the soul-devouring sort. Yet despite the appearance of two delectable meals, none were unwise enough to do anything but flee for the lunar hills. Even starving predators knew when death was an utter certainty.

The Void Horror though, didn’t look happy with the change in location.

“You fool! You’ve brought us to the fallen remnants of Alastaia’s sister world! We cannot easily return now!” the Void Horror exclaimed and looked almost panicked at the thought of being away from the world. “Are you even aware of the dangers present in the void? You are fortunate we hit the moon and flew no farther!”

“I won’t send you into the void to be corrupted like your brother was,” Orodan said, drawing his sword and shield. “Now come, you slew me in a single blow last time. Let’s see how much stronger I’ve become since then.”

If it had questions related to what Orodan said, it didn’t voice them.

The only thing that mattered in the next instant… was the deadly clash of blows in a toe-to-toe battle. Dozens of miles of lunar terrain were instantly vaporized. This was a clash between two savage combatants, no skill or technique to it, just feral warrior brutality. To Orodan’s pleasant surprise, he found he was now strong enough to weather its first few blows. And given how injured it looked from the damage return of Warrior’s Reciprocity, he might even stand a good chance if the fight drew on for longer.

Of course, his opponent wasn’t a mindless beast with no intellect. The fact that Orodan understood this, meant it had too. In its eyes, he saw an internal calculus playing out. And as its claws flexed into ferocious implements of murder, Orodan realized that was the sign it’d come to an answer.

“Forgive me, Alastaia… I cannot complete your Quest…” it muttered, closing its eyes. “To capture such a relentless being would be impossible, and highly dangerous to my own life. Instead… I ask permission to slay him so that the otherworldly intruders may leave you in peace as his soul departs.”

A moment passed… and then…

[Warning - You have become the target of a Quest]

[Quest Subject → Diverting Attention From Alastaia - Kill Orodan Wainwright before the arrival of the otherworldly intruders. Divert their attention away from Alastaia]

Where it previously had the cautious restraint of someone seeking to subdue, it now had the lethal intent of a predator.

Orodan learned the hard way that the Void Horror held no compunctions with ruthlessly throwing hundreds of lethal attacks at him. Even if he could survive its first blow, that didn’t mean he could survive the next hundred, which all came within an instant.

Claws rent his flesh, his sword and shield were crushed to smithereens once they lost contact with his body due to dismemberment, and no matter how many times he reformed, the Void Horror was right there ready to eviscerate him once more.

As a monstrous being, it was possessed of a ludicrous amount of life force, far beyond that of a regular human. This allowed it to weather the return from Warrior’s Reciprocity despite the severe damage it was accumulating as it struck him. And worst of all, it was no idiot. It seemed to understand that annihilating every bit of him in a single blow was the best way to win.

Seven minutes.

That was how long the Void Horror took to make Orodan embrace the darkness with its attacks. He hadn’t even seen the final soul energy empowered claw which killed him and likely shattered a tenth of the moon.

A keening wail ringing in the night sky awoke him.

Monstrous.

No wonder the Eldritch divinities had gleefully invested so much into the Void Horror’s lost brother. If the uncorrupted Void Horror was so strong… then it was no surprise the Eldritch Avatar—a corrupted sibling—would be a threat to all Alastaia.

He could survive a few minutes and some exchanges, but the gap between them was wide. He had a long way and many more loops of grinding to go before he could bridge it.

Orodan got to work and threw out his Domain of Perfect Cleaning with as much force as he could muster.

[Domain of Perfect Cleaning 67 → Domain of Perfect Cleaning 68]

Immediately, all filth and impurities in the surrounding mile were eliminated, and Orodan hummed in approval of the skill level increase and its tangible benefit.

The usual Quest and Quest Subject messages flashed by him, and he ignored them as always. Clearly something about a Celestial skill caused his very soul to blaze like a beacon and send out odd waves of energy. A phenomenon which many beings in the universe apparently knew to be on the lookout for.

Fighting the Void Horror was tricky. Orodan wasn’t ashamed to admit it was well beyond his weight class, and he had no advantage against the soul energy empowered physical attacks it fielded. It was direct soul energy, and Orodan wasn’t sure how to begin training a resistance skill for that.

Even without factoring Divine Resistance, he’d grown powerful enough to beat a Chosen Avatar now. Even the Eldritch Avatar, while quite far beyond him in raw power, could be bested through a bit of planning, his Celestial skill, his unfairly advantageous Eldritch Resistance, and the assistance of the Void Horror within who sought freedom from the corrupt divinities puppeteering its body.

This uncorrupted Void Horror though, was a very difficult battle. No resistance skills, and a foe which sought to kill him with fury the moment it understood his death was the better option for Alastaia.

If anything…

“This will be good training,” Orodan said with a happy grin.

He had been looking for a foe to truly sharpen himself against for a while. No resistance skills to rely upon, no allies, no equipment, and no schemes. He refused to cheaply send it out to space or flee. Orodan would accept nothing less than the fundamentals of combat, his sword, shield, and warrior spirit as the path to victory.

Something about this seemingly insurmountable foe stoked that same defiant fire within which he’d first discovered while fighting the undead Demonic Berserker in Eversong Plaza.

It was also fifteen minutes to cram in as much practice as he could before the arrival of his pursuers.

Training for many loops and over the course of long loops was one way of making progress. But… there was another method of getting work done. And that was to desperately get as much done as possible within a time limit.

Who knew? Perhaps forcing himself to work efficiently on a time crunch would lead to unexpected benefits. And in these fifteen minutes, he could go wild and seek out all manner of different skills, or improve existing ones in the strangest of ways.

[image: ]


And so began the insane misadventures of Orodan Wainwright. At least, anyone who saw would refer to it as such. For him, it was just excellent training.

He had multiple targets and consequently couldn’t always get to work on kidnapping Old Man Hannegan and building the warehouse. So, in the next loop, he decided to work on another venture.

Time Mastery and Time Reversal.

“Oi… who’re you!” asked one of the near-Adept guards of House Argon. “Eversong Plaza’s not open at this time, and take those rags off, I won’t ask again. Your face scarred or something?”

[Disguise 1 → Disguise 2]

The level gain gave Orodan a vague understanding that his disguise of wrapping a dirty rag around his head… was pathetic. He could see through Vision of Purity, so it didn’t even have any eye holes cut out, which made him look like one of the many corpses that lined the drawers of Ogdenborough’s morgue.

His brown hair stuck out at many points too. It was frankly sloppy work.

Still, at least he wasn’t instantly discovered like he was last time. That it was night, and the lighting was poor, likely contributed to that.

“Hey, wait a minute… I don’t know anyone else that big… isn’t that…” an overwatch on a nearby balcony of the tavern above muttered, and Orodan didn’t like where this was going. “Hey! It’s that bastard, Orodan Wainwright!”

Dammit! How was he supposed to lower his size? Could he help that he was a big man?

Orodan could only sigh. Perhaps one day his disguises would be worth something.

His Domain of Perfect Cleaning shot out and eradicated all impurities for a mile. And the Absolute Soul Dominion part of the skill did its work and knocked everyone unconscious. The skills combined into Domain of Perfect Cleaning were all still accessible, their individual functions capable of being used, as was the general rule with all skill combinations.

Orodan stepped past the unconscious bodies and into the Castarian’s Boot Tavern where he made way for its upper floor.

At the very beginning of his most recent long loop, Orodan discovered a torture room in the upper levels of the tavern. A room which contained a chair with the corpse of a restrained man who had the signs of being interrogated far too harshly. At the time, Orodan left the man be, and out of respect simply placed a blanket over the corpse. However, in that loop it was afternoon when he’d entered the tavern and the man had been long dead then. Now it was nighttime, and the loop had just begun.

With Vision of Purity he could see what was behind the door, so it wasn’t a surprise when he saw the unconscious body of Lord Aeglos near the corpse of the tortured man; recently deceased, no more than thirty minutes ago, the blood still warm. The Elite-level pyromancer he’d died against so many times in the past was the one who’d tortured this man to death, and while Orodan felt the urge to slaughter the heir to the traitorous noble house, he held off, as the vermin was unconscious and it rankled his warrior pride to kill the mage without giving him the opportunity to fight back.

Regardless, righteous retribution wasn’t his primary goal, and he instead focused on the corpse in the chair. Who was this man? Orodan didn’t know. Nor did he know why he’d been strapped to a chair and tortured to death by the wicked and sadistic Aeglos Argon. The torture and death must’ve been quite painful too, as evidenced by the abundance of burn marks.

Blood still flowing from certain wounds, Orodan draped a nearby blanket over the man out of respect… and he got to work.

To the average person, reversing death sounded unfathomable, as though it was something reserved for the realm of Gods. But Orodan’s time at Bluefire taught him better. Chronomancers were capable of resurrecting the fallen. He’d seen this firsthand when facing off against the Avatars of the wretched three and the Novarrian army backing them up. Novarrian chronomancers frequently resurrected those troops who’d died assailing him, although at significant mana cost, and only within a certain time frame.

The true limiter for a chronomantic resurrection was time, or more specifically, the amount of time which passed since the target’s death. The greater the time, the more extreme the energy cost. It was why chronomancers in an army often worked alongside soul mages, so they could help guide the process and lower mana costs. Beyond even that… Orodan had read that the true limit on resurrection was twenty minutes. Because past that, the Cathedral dogmatically insisted the souls of the deceased entered the afterlife. Which was squarely the domain of Malzim, God of Death.

To skeptics, this sounded like Cathedral dogma, but to a chronomancer who’d tried and failed to bring someone back past the twenty-minute mark? It was a harsh reality that there clearly was something occurring with the soul twenty minutes after death. And what better way for Orodan to start practicing chronomancy than by pitting his endless reserves of power against what Alastaian chronomancers saw as an utterly impossible feat.

His soul energy poured into his hands. Time Mastery synergized with him and Time Reversal began to activate.

Time Mastery informed him the man had been slain perhaps thirty-five minutes ago; close enough to his earlier estimate. Mortal chronomancers at the Grandmaster-level could perhaps reverse time for a handful of minutes. Even a dragon chronomancer, unaided, would find a twenty-minute reversal to be borderline impossible. Which meant thirty minutes should have been impossible except for a fully supported dragon time mage who wasn’t attempting to resurrect someone.

The feat he aimed to perform was far more difficult than merely reversing time by thirty minutes. Pulling the soul back through time was substantially more expensive than doing so for an inanimate object. And if the soul of the deceased had already crossed the dimensional boundary and gone into the afterlife? There were no records of successful chronomantic resurrections in that case.

But what did Orodan Wainwright care about energy limitations?

Reversing time to draw a soul back to the body and heal it was akin to pulling on a rope and drawing time backwards for that specific being. The longer it had been since death, the harder this ‘rope’ was to pull. The more damage the body or soul suffered, the more difficult it was.

The official words of the Cathedral were that Malzim collected all souls upon death. Orodan knew this was a lie, as he’d often seen the souls of enemies he killed linger for upwards of twenty minutes before drifting away and presumably crossing a dimensional divide. Which meant he was out of luck on this corpse…

…Or he would be, if he were an ordinary chronomancer.

His breakthrough in understanding time meant he understood that objects, places, and events all held connections to souls if there were any. This deceased man’s body still had a faint connection in the river of time to his soul, and Orodan grasped this connection with the full might of his will… and pulled.

The resistance was immediate. It felt an utterly impossible task.

Orodan used Teleportation and sent all the unconscious bodies out of the tavern as the building trembled under how much energy was being spent. Still, he didn’t relent, even as his body began to suffer minor damage.

It wasn’t anywhere near the damage he suffered trying to bring his friends back in the last long loop, but even a basic Time Reversal for a single person was shockingly expensive once they crossed into the afterlife.

Yet, Orodan cared not. He would not be stopped.

Slowly, almost impossibly, as though something else sought to battle him, the ‘rope’ of time was pulled backward, and the changes began to be reversed. The tavern’s entire upper floor turned to ash from the eruption of power from Orodan.

That alone would have been alarming enough, but as he pulled… he felt something attempt to counter his chronomancy from somewhere far away. Something divine.

As the seconds turned to minutes, even this opposing God, whoever it was, loosened their resistance. Their divine power lacked the energy to compete with Orodan’s endless reserves.

With a final pull and a roar of effort that tore free from his lips, a soul returned from across the boundary of life and death.

Orodan was successful. He had done the impossible.

[Time Mastery 17 → Time Mastery 21]

[Time Reversal 5 → Time Reversal 12]

And the eyes of the once deceased shot open.

“Please! Please don’t burn me anymore!” the man shrieked, raw agony in his hoarse voice. “Why does it not hurt anymore? I see… another healing potion to prolong the suffering, isn’t it? Just kill me… please… I won’t tell anyone of what I saw here…”

The captive’s voice was scratchy, as though he hadn’t had water in days. Orodan felt some pity for the recently returned man and decided to cleanse him of his ailments with a quick usage of the Domain of Perfect Cleaning.

“You’re alive, friend… but I don’t know for how long,” Orodan said, thinking of the fact that in fifteen minutes, this loop’s finale would begin. “I’m going to teleport you to Karilsgard. You’re better off there instead of here where a rather tumultuous battle is about to take place.”

“What? Wait… who are you? I thought I’d died…” the man muttered weakly. While his body was now fine, his mind was not. Altering the mind through time magic was something even the patriarch of the Time Wind couldn’t do. The mind was an extension of the soul, and reverting it or skill gains, was considered truly impossible, even for Gods. “Thank you… I can see my wife and little girl again. I’m not even affiliated with the Republic, I’m just a cartographer who came up through the tunnels while mapping. And then that sick… that evil bastard decided I was a spy despite multiple mental probes of my mind! Thank you, thank you for bringing me back to my family!”

Orodan teleported the unfortunate cartographer away before the man could get too emotional with gratitude.

He’d done it. Yes, he knew resurrections were possible, but it didn’t stop the impoverished orphan in him—one who’d grown up surrounded by misery, poverty, and death—from marveling at the thought that he’d defied death. And not just that… he’d successfully broken the twenty-minute limit on resurrection, too.

This… this was power on an utterly godlike scale.

He always knew he was powerful. But the power to destroy, and the power to bring back the dead were two different things. Anyone could hit harder with time and mindless repetition. To bring back the dead? To resurrect the deceased in so casual a manner? Just how far could he go down the river of time?

A heavy feeling of responsibility settled on Orodan’s shoulders, and he welcomed it alongside the power he wielded. Others might have shied away, considering the task too heavy, or some might think they’d go mad if they tried taking on the burden. But Orodan was the kind of man who would make a problem his problem if he saw fit.

In his last long loop, he had given the dwarves a beating for daring to cruelly enslave and harvest their prisoners like cattle. There were no weak excuses on his lips about minding his business or respecting their culture. If he saw a wrong, he would act to set it right. If he saw a problem, it would become his business.

Making flimsy excuses to avoid resurrecting victims of injustice was the way of the spineless. He’d heard all manner of nonsensical philosophizing from the priests of the Cathedral for why the Gods didn’t bring loved ones back. They were occupied with protecting mortals; they were preserving the balance. Bad things would happen.

Orodan thought these all to be weak justifications for impotence and the lack of a spine.

He had no such limitations and cared not for this nebulous concept of balance. The excuses reeked of either inability or unwillingness. He would use Time Mastery to ease the pains and sorrow of people. And if anyone descended upon him in response? He would face all comers; his warrior spirit demanded no less.

That was ultimately a goal reserved for once he was out of this set of death loops, and he’d need far more practice and skill levels than he had now. And since he’d so brazenly bested the resisting force of divine energy during the formerly deceased cartographer’s resurrection… he now felt the familiar signature of divine energy as multiple Avatars were coming his way.

He teleported himself out of the tavern and to the peak of Mount Castarian, partially to allow them to find him easier, and partially because he wanted to avoid innocent deaths. And being nearby, he also reached down to the ancient machine’s mana core to drain it, solving another regular problem of the loops which he’d admittedly outgrown.

[Quest Completed → Battle of Ogdenborough - Ancient war machine disabled]

[Reward Granted → Permanent +1 Action Increase]

It was good to see all his soul strengthening throughout the long loop had paid off. He now had more room for additional Rewards.

The first two Avatars tearing through space, sailing like comets straight for him, were the Avatars of Eximus… and Malzim, the Inuanan God of Death.

“Who dares defile the sanctity of the afterlife? If you have done something untoward with the soul, you shall answer for your crimes!” Malzim roared.

“To affect the river of time with such power… who are you, mortal?” Eximus asked.

“Nothing untoward has been done with the soul, you have my word, Malzim. The man has been teleported to Karilsgard, he was the victim of torture and interrogation,” Orodan answered, and then turned to the Avatar of Eximus with a bloodthirsty grin. “As for who I am? My name is Orodan Wainwright, and I bear a grudge against you.”

“I do not even know y⁠—”

Orodan was good at bearing a grudge; it was the way of the streets he’d grown up on. He hated Eximus for what he’d done to him in cooperation with Agathor and Ilyatana. He hated those three Gods in particular. It didn’t matter he hadn’t even done it in this loop. If they had the capacity for possessing someone against their will out of greed and a desire to enter the time loops, then he saw no difference in their characters even in a new loop. Orodan hated the God of Time, and he wanted him dead. He had ten minutes left before the Void Horror arrived, which was more than enough to slaughter the wicked God’s Avatar.

All of his empowerment skills activated as he shot toward the Avatar of Eximus with a Flash Strike, dragging the divine with him as he flew far away from Ogdenborough and civilization. Malzim followed, though seemed unwilling to commit upon witnessing how powerful Orodan was.

He’d been hesitant to harm the Avatar of the God of Death, particularly since he owed the Death God a debt. And as far as Gods went, Malzim was one of the better ones. Thankfully, the fact that Malzim was a bit craven and actively avoided risk meant Orodan needn’t have been concerned.

The earth shook and the tremors must’ve been felt all the way in Karilsgard as Orodan landed, using the divinely possessed body of Cruxamar Aetholion, Chosen Avatar of Eximus, to absorb the impact. He dragged the Avatar along the ground and came to a stop atop him.

“Sacrilege! You dare assault the Avatar of a God!” Eximus roared in outrage and fired a chronomantic beam which would have otherwise fast-forwarded Orodan’s flesh ahead by decades and into ash, only to be shocked into silence as it was utterly ineffective. “…Divine Resistance? How…? How! Who are you?”

Orodan ignored Eximus’s frothing. He sought to pay the God back for all the trouble he’d caused. In particular, one good thing about Orodan’s newly created Celestial skill was that he could now cross the System boundary within the soul core. This was what allowed him to cleanse the Eldritch Avatar and send the two remaining divinities within running.

And this would be what allowed him to now scour a God and their Blessings clean from someone.

Domain of Perfect Cleaning shot out and utterly enveloped the Avatar of Eximus. And as it pressed deeper into the host’s soul, a wail of divine horror and agony rang out.

“For someone who enjoys manipulating mortals so much alongside your brethren, it’s not very pleasant when a mortal turns the tables, is it?” Orodan asked as he dug deep and cleanly scoured the soul of the man Eximus was using as host. All the while, he had the God of Time trapped within his Avatar, similar to how the Eldritch trapped them in the last long loop.

“No! Please! I beg of you… I plead you show mercy! I do not recall ever offending you!” Eximus begged, and it was so odd to hear a proud God beg in such a manner. “I shall be unconscious for a very long time, and there is a threat beyond your reckoning that makes way for Alastaia!”

“You ask for mercy when you schemed against me in the past? If I were powerless and you had the advantage, I have no doubt you would oppress me,” Orodan said. The measure of someone’s character became apparent when they held all the power, and Eximus had failed the test of character in the long loop where he, Agathor, and Ilyatana conspired to possess Orodan against his will. “And as for the threat that comes for us? I’ve killed it once and scoured the Eldritch from it last time. I won’t be needing your help with the Eldritch Avatar. Nor anyone else’s.”

It was a terrible thing, but to Orodan, the sounds of a God’s anguished cries were like music to the ears. The payoff for a righteous vengeance, he would never grow tired of savoring.

With a final burst of soul energy, Orodan cleansed the soul of Cruxamar Aetholion and eradicated all three Blessings of Eximus alongside any traces of the God of Time’s foul divine energy. It was only through Orodan’s will that the God of Time’s consciousness was held within Cruxamar. Otherwise, without any Blessings or divine energy to make the process easier, the God of Time couldn’t possess the man.

And now… it was time to clean the stain of divinity which struggled to escape his grasp, like a fish caught on a hook.

Domain of Perfect Cleaning shot out toward the small piece of the God remaining within and began utterly scouring it.

Horrid wails of pain and desperation rang out. Orodan cared not. Many of these Gods were a blight upon the world, and it was only right they be cleansed from it in painful fashion, that they might think twice before attempting to manipulate the mortals upon it.

Getting rid of such manipulative Gods was a part of Balastion’s dream for a better world. And while Orodan couldn’t bring his friend from that loop back, at the very least he thought the dream a worthy one, and this small act was the least he could do to honor his memory.

[Domain Of Perfect Cleaning 68 → Domain Of Perfect Cleaning 69]

Orodan pushed and pushed, and Eximus continued howling. Only, something was missing, and he felt he wouldn’t make enough progress in the time he had left. Truly scouring a God’s consciousness and mind required more than just the soul arts.

In fact, a path lay before him. His Celestial skill, it was ‘open’ in a sense, in that he instinctively felt he could add skills to it to expand its scope as long as his understanding was high enough. Perhaps that was the key to destroying the consciousness of Eximus?

Either way, his ruminations on the matter were brought to an end as the familiar Void Horror arrived, and Orodan realized that many death loops of training were in store for him before he got anywhere.
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The first thirty death loops were spent honing his Time Mastery and combat skills.

There was something about forcing himself to operate under a fifteen-minute time limit that hastened progress. Orodan wasn’t sure if it was the pressure of an impending deadline, or the threat of death looming above his head, but he was akin to a student in the last minute of an examination, desperate to find an answer before the clock struck. And this forced him to become more efficient, amplifying his insights.

Of course, not everyone would have his mindset in such a scenario, but he truly did treat each loop very seriously and got to working hard the instant he gained awareness in his bed. And the gains were excellent.

Warrior’s Reciprocity, All-Strike, Unassailable Fortress, and Endless Blitz had all gained levels. And on the combat side of things, Unarmed Combat Mastery, Combat Mastery, and Sword and Shield Mastery had also increased a level apiece. The Void Horror was strong, incredibly so. And this translated to great benefits across the board when dragging it to the moon and engaging in toe-to-toe combat.

Space Mastery, Spatial Fold, and Teleportation had made excellent gains through his usage of them to send innocents away or drag the foe elsewhere. His Space Mastery now sat at 56, making him a Space Adept.

And the skill he was focusing on, Time Reversal and the overarching Time Mastery? They’d made great gains. With Time Reversal now at 26 and Time Mastery at 29.

And he felt his Domain of Perfect Cleaning, hovering at 69, was close to crossing over into the Elite-level.

Sadly, his Action Increases had frustratingly capped at 14! He believed the Permanent +0.1 Title Multiplier took up a decent amount of soul space, and he still wasn’t sure what it did. He had a theory he would hopefully get the chance to test soon.

This loop, Orodan had a feeling he might do better against the Void Horror. And to that end, he teleported directly into Eversong Plaza the instant he woke up.

“Oi! Who’re you?” exclaimed the same near-Adept guard. “What’re you wearing a covering for? Hey, get someone with a perception skill to look at him.”

Unlike the first time, there were no more spots where his brown hair peeked out. His Disguise skill was now at level 8, and this was enough to at least allow him to cover up adequately. Of course, masking his natural size might take at least the Apprentice-level.

“The hells? I don’t know too many people that big… ain’t that…” the observer muttered, and then the man’s eyes widened. “My Eagle Sight confirms it! That’s Orodan Wainwr⁠—”

With a sigh, he interrupted the observer. The Absolute Soul Dominion aspect of Domain of Perfect Cleaning shot out and sent everyone into unconsciousness. It truly was powerful, allowing the previously range-limited Mythical soul skill to piggyback off of the increased range of his new Celestial skill. Knocking almost a hundred people in a plaza and building unconscious in a moment wasn’t something he had the finesse to easily do before.

His disguise that he’d put so much effort into was thrown aside for this loop. Thirty loops of disguise attempts and he still only got the skill to level 8. It was difficult to accept that his natural talent in the art of disguise was lacking… but he would soldier on all the same.

He entered the tavern and made way for the upper floor where the corpse of the deceased cartographer was, and he removed all nearby individuals who might be harmed from the building’s destruction as he held the man aloft with ‘clones’ using Whirlpool Whirlwind.

And with a burst of power, he violated the sanctity of Inuan’s afterlife, overpowering any divine attempts to stop him. Time reversed, and the man was returned to life as his soul was pulled back across the dimensional boundary.

[Time Reversal 26 → Time Reversal 27]

[Time Mastery 29 → Time Mastery 30]

[New Title → Time Apprentice]

Immediately, the man was teleported to Karilsgard, and Orodan made way for the peak of Mount Castarian, where he would meet the two Avatars who came for him in battle.

“Who dares defile the sanctity of the afterlife? If you have done something untoward with the soul, you shall an⁠—”

Malzim’s protest of outrage was cut short as Orodan’s Flash Strike dragged the Death God’s fellow Avatar away. The Avatar of Eximus could only shriek in outrage and agony as Orodan slammed him upon the ground and began the cleaning process.

Eximus’s howls of agony began to subside as Orodan got closer and closer to scouring the taint of the God out of the host’s soul, and then once it was done… he began his experimentation on the remnant bit of Eximus’s consciousness trapped within Cruxamar’s body.

Celestial skills were powerful. Domain of Perfect Cleaning allowed Orodan to essentially beat the Eldritch Avatar one-on-one when it was almost two-thirds as strong. Consequently, any skill level gains in it felt incredibly strong. But, even in going from 67 to 69, no matter how much he pushed to purify the remnant of Eximus’s consciousness he restrained, it wouldn’t completely wipe the God of Time’s mind.

Orodan decided then, that something was missing. And his next set of fifteen minutes would be spent adding a skill to Domain of Perfect Cleaning to rectify the matter.

Unfortunately, fifteen minutes had passed, and the familiar outstretched hand of the Void Horror started coming up from below as the earthquakes became progressively worse.

Spatial Fold shot out, throwing the foe directly to the moon as Orodan leapt through to join.

As usual, upon arrival, the Void Horror was perplexed and more than a bit wary of Orodan’s power.

Anti-spatiomancy items functioned on the principle of maintaining a decently sized battery of mana on one’s person. The mana itself was unusable due to being unattuned to the person’s own mana core, but it was chaotic and turbulent, both of which made attempts at direct spatial manipulation of a person more difficult. Even without anti-spatiomancy items, beings who were skilled at manipulating their soul energy could cycle it in a turbulent manner and cause attempts at both spatiomancy and chronomancy to become difficult.

So, for the Void Horror, who possessed a prodigious amount of soul energy and also knew how to cycle it to make hostile spatiomancy more difficult? It was naturally on-edge whenever Orodan used Spatial Fold to send it to the moon despite its best efforts to resist. It was a clear signal that Orodan had unfathomable amounts of energy, and that painted him as a threat from the get-go.

For thirty loops they’d fought, and every single time it would become paranoid and take the fight seriously from the beginning. Which left no room for tricks, attempts at feigning weakness, or capitalizing on its initial directive to capture and not kill him.

Which was just fine by Orodan, as a fairly fought victory would be the only kind he’d accept.

This loop, however, he felt close to the tipping point where a difference would be made.

“The moon? You fool! Now how will we return?” it roared in rage, clearly unhappy with the prospect of being separated from its homeworld.

“And you’d rather we fight on Alastaia where we might destroy an entire nation with our battle?” Orodan asked as the grip on his weapons tightened. “You can just leap from here back to our world, can you not? You’re certainly strong enough for it.”

“It isn’t my intention to do battle with you,” the Void Horror said. “Forces from beyond our world come in search of you, they will arrive very soon. Let us retreat to Alastaia’s world core where the core guardian will keep you safe and ward off the intruders.”

“In other words, be swaddled like an infant while someone else fights my battles for me?” Orodan asked. “I’d rather fight them myself.”

“Can you not see? The universe is a dangerous place full of tyrants and mad divinities who would torture us all! Just—” It cut itself off and sighed. “No matter. If you will not come with, then I shall make you.”

“Now that’s what I like to hear,” Orodan said as a manic grin came upon his face in response. “Fight me toe-to-toe and hold nothing back. You won’t succeed in capturing me, so fight at full force.”

“Arrogant, what makes you think the strongest gate guardian of⁠—”

Too much talking, not enough fighting. Orodan corrected that state of affairs and interrupted the Void Horror’s words with a Flash Strike, and a furious melee began.

The past thirty loops of combat against it had not only given him increases in skill levels which contributed to narrowing the gap, but it also allowed him to get a good read on its fighting style. Even before the loops, Orodan had been good at fighting. Reading patterns, noticing tells, capitalizing at the right moments… he was a combat prodigy. And it showed as he hit back, parried, and met its blows with perfect timing. Hells, even the Void Horror expressed some frustrated surprise at having its moves predicted before it even made them.

The first loop he’d fought it; he died within minutes. Now the time was extending with each loop as he made gains and slowly but stubbornly bettered himself through his deaths against it.

A downward swing of its arm which shattered the equivalent of a small kingdom met Orodan’s shield, and the resulting shockwave levelled a substantial part of the moon’s surface. Yet, the shield and the arm bracing it held, even if it was a struggle.

[Shield Mastery 81 → Shield Mastery 82]

And as the shield lowered, a feral look of excitement upon Orodan’s face was revealed.

“Took thirty loops… but with this level gain, I can take a full-strength blow on my shield and not buckle from the blow. Thank you for your tutelage.”

It was time for the pendulum to begin swinging the other way.

His shield was the defense, and an Endless Blitz of All-Strikes was the offense. His attacks were powerful, though each one didn’t necessarily do too much damage to so powerful a foe. What it did do… was force it to defend lest the damage begin adding up.

Orodan had been fighting uphill battles all his life. From when he was a desperate orphan on the street, picking fights with Apprentice-level Argon guards well above him. To when he’d died fighting a Master-level Guzuharan. To struggling against Gods and the Eldritch Avatar itself.

This Void Horror was strong, undoubtedly. But it wasn’t better at fighting than he was.

And as the exchange carried on and Orodan began gaining ground, the Void Horror’s movements became more erratic and untamed. The absurdity of getting pushed back in a straight trade of blows against a smaller and weaker being, a mere human, rattled it.

By now, Orodan was well-used to defying the order of nature and fighting giants and terrible creatures blow for blow.

[Warning - You have become the target of a Quest]

[Quest Subject → Diverting Attention From Alastaia - Kill Orodan Wainwright before the arrival of the otherworldly intruders. Divert their attention away from Alastaia]

And so, it began. Either the Void Horror saw him as too great a threat to capture, or Alastaia itself did.

Except this time, Orodan didn’t die in seven minutes. This time, slow as it was… he was winning.

Gigantic gray hands met an unbreakable soul empowered shield multiple times, and a stinging counter-offense was delivered every time. Worst of all, the Void Horror took serious damage from its own attacks, and Orodan truly felt as though he could win if he had time.

But the sad reality was, he had none.

Fifteen minutes had passed since he started fighting the Void Horror. Which meant that thirty minutes overall had gone by since the beginning of the loop.

Enough time that a visitor arrived.

The stars shifted, space bent, and something landed with incredible power upon the fallen remnant of the old world of Vylrystia.

And before the dust could clear, a voice called out, full of utter arrogance.

“Good, good!” rang out a man’s voice. It sounded ancient. “Like a piece of unpolished jade… for a Celestial talent to emerge here… the heavens must be on our side. And only at the Master-level too… is this what true genius looks like?”

As the rock dust cleared, more details became apparent.

The first detail Orodan took in was that the old man wore robes. Vaguely familiar in style to those of the Eastern Kingdoms, which he’d seen Adeltaj Simarji wear, but of far finer make. Flowing white robes with long sleeves; an ostentatious gold trim to them. He looked, old, positively ancient with a flowing white beard which almost hurt the eyes to look upon for its dazzling brightness.

Was it some sort of skill or alchemical product?

Furthermore, while there was nothing wrong with the man’s face, it consisted of features he’d truly never seen before. Republicans and Novarrians were mostly of the same stock with certain common features. Those of the Eastern Kingdoms were darker with lustrous skin. And Guzuharans, too, had their paler hue and sets of features that set them apart from the prior two groups. But this man… it was as though Orodan was seeing someone from a different country entirely.

Most important though was the thin sheathed blade, not worn around a belt, simply carried in the strange man’s hand as though it were a walking stick. Though from this odd individual’s posture and the fact he could survive upon the barren airless surface of Vylrystia… Orodan doubted he needed any such thing.

From him, Orodan got the feeling of utter death.

“Who are you?” Orodan asked. “Are you… from the Eastern Kingdoms?”

“Eastern Kingdoms? Oh, I see. You must be confusing my attire with those of the denizens of your little world. A silly misconception, for I come from a place where those chosen by the heavens may ascend far beyond them.”

Heavens? Far beyond? Orodan had perhaps heard one odd individual speak in such a manner, and that man, Akelrim Vedharna, was from the Eastern Kingdoms. More importantly, this old man spoke of Alastaia as though it were some little world.

Was this then… an otherworlder?

“You’re not from around here, are you?” Orodan asked bluntly. “And you’re a human too? How can that be?”

For how long had the Cathedral argued that humans upon other worlds didn’t exist? That Alastaia was the birthplace of humankind? Records of devils and demons, who after being summoned said otherwise, were openly condemned by the faithful of the Prime Five.

And to have such a tenet of Cathedral dogma disproved just like that? It was Orodan’s first time meeting a human from another world. Yes, he’d met the gate guardians in the abyssal depths and seen monsters upon Vylrystia, but the moon didn’t really feel like another world. He’d also seen that foreign God which descended and slain Zaessythra, but that was no human, and that divine was the target of another grudge he had yet to settle.

This dangerous old man with his glowing white beard and mustache and fancy robes, was a genuine human from another world. Not a God, nor a monster… but a true human being! How incredible!

He knew that monsters and humans could converse since the System translated the words of all. Thus, he realized why he and this old swordsman understood one another. But he still had so many questions. What did this man eat? How did he live? What was his world like? Were the humans of his world as warlike as those upon Alastaia? Did they have county militias? Eldritch Avatars? Did they have street rats and orphanages too?

“Do I look like a crow? I have two arms, two legs, and a head as you do,” the old man replied, chuckling. “Of course I am human. We are more common across the cosmos than you think, young one. I am in fact a servant of the world from where I hail.”

A mortal that was a servant of the world? Akin to the world guardians or gate guardians then?

“A World Guardian? All servants of the world I’ve seen in our world have been non-human…” Orodan remarked. “I didn’t know a human could be a World Guardian.”

Not that Orodan ever wished to take up such a shackling role in his life.

“Indeed, one could say our kind is a mainstay upon most major worlds. There is much to the cosmos you have not seen,” the ancient man replied. “Of course, we can discuss the human race and the mysterious origins of humankind across the cosmos at leisure back on my world. Come, Orodan Wainwright, I am Jian Song, a Sword Transcendent cultivator of the Celestial Emperor’s court. Return with me to Xian, in the Ascendent Sword Cluster. Join the emperor’s side and rise past the heavens! Cultivation awaits, and the secrets of the Dao are within your reach.”

Jian… Song? Certainly no name of the Eastern Kingdoms, that much Orodan knew for certain. It was of no culture or convention that he was familiar with upon Alastaia either, which cemented in his mind that the man truly was an otherworlder.

But the glaring question remained. What in the hells was a Dao?

“The ‘Dao’? Like a dowry? What’s that?” Orodan asked, befuddled.

“No, not like a dowry. The Dao, the truth of the cosmos, of the universe itself. People from these parts may refer to it differently, as the true meaning of a skill, or a path… In essence, we cultivators follow the same thing in cultivating our skills as you do. We seek the same end; enlightenment,” the old man explained. “You have touched upon a Dao yourself, young celestial. The Celestial Emperor has taken notice of you; your talent is profound to have reached even his senses. He can teach you a great many things. He is a Transcendent as well, the mightiest one in our galaxy.”

The Dao? A Transcendent? This was what Zaessythra claimed to be, wasn’t it?

From the feeling he got, this Transcendent, this Jian Song, was a step beyond even the Eldritch Avatar. Orodan wasn’t delusional enough to believe he could fight him yet. Not when the Eldritch Avatar was still a difficult battle for him.

It was just his luck, to acquire a Celestial rarity skill and become capable of besting his long-time foe, only to now have enemies beyond even the Eldritch Avatar descend upon his head.

Either way, the offer was tempting, it truly was. The thought of going to an entirely new world just to experience a new way of life, skills, opponents, and methods of attaining power was tempting. As was learning under this Celestial Emperor, who by the moniker seemed to have a Celestial rarity skill too. Furthermore, it confirmed to him that a Celestial skill wasn’t normal, even out among the stars where other worlds existed. But at the end of the day… he had other things to do first.

“Unfortunately, I still have too many things to do. And many skills to master upon my own world,” Orodan said, and then a smile came upon his face. “Most importantly though, I know you have a Quest to bring me to Xian by force. And I’m interested to see just how powerful you are. This ‘Dao’ of yours… show me its power. Or is that sword you carry for show?”

The ancient man burst out laughing and the thin but double-edged sword was drawn from its sheath.

“Young man, you’re half a million years too early to dare challenge me. Like a frog in a well, your perspective is limited,” the man spoke. “Fine then, how about this… I like your daring, so let’s make a wager; you clearly stand no chance against me if I were to truly fight, but can you receive a single sword strike from me? If you do, I’ll consider waiting till you’ve settled your affairs on this world.”

Orodan’s mad grin was answer enough. He turned back to the Void Horror first. It had been patiently waiting throughout the conversation, seeming more than aware of the gap in power between it and the newcomer, who could likely slay it with impunity.

“Stand back, this contest is between him and I now,” Orodan said, not wanting it to get caught up in his wager. “I sense it… he’s stronger than anything I’ve ever faced.”

Stronger than even the Eldritch Avatar if Orodan was being honest. Just being near this ancient man made Orodan’s hairs stand on end and his warrior spirit sing for battle. This was a Transcendent. Something he stood no chance against whatsoever, yet dared to provoke, for that was his way.

The Void Horror wasn’t stupid. Clearly, it sensed the power of this newcomer, and it wanted no conflict if possible. In failing to kill Orodan within fifteen minutes, it had already failed its Quest in spirit.

“Such a headstrong attitude! Some of the meek old fools back in my world would say you’re courting death or some such nonsense,” the man said. “But personally, I think someone like you is a breath of fresh air. Now, receive my blow, Orodan Wainwright!”

One moment Orodan was looking at the old man’s sword. And the next, the very world seemed to be drawn into the blade in a display he’d never seen from any swordsman before. Light emanated from it, like a beam—a technique he’d only seen replicated by one other person during the Inter-Academy Tournament, just not with such raw lethality.

The full power of Orodan’s soul went towards empowering his shield, and instinctively he knew this attack might end the loop if he didn’t take it seriously.

It was a concentrated attack, not a wide area one which most enemies who discovered the truth of his vitality used to eradicate all bits of him. The ancient otherworlder was being sporting and allowed Orodan a chance to survive.

And it was still almost for naught.

The concentrated sword light, thin like a needle, hit his shield, and although it held for a moment, his soul core, which was extended out to the shield, felt as though it would explode from the strain. At the last moment, the attack diverted slightly to the side, his shield was disintegrated, and Orodan’s outer soul layer completely shattered from the backlash.

He held Warrior’s Reciprocity back out of respect. Orodan also had a gut feeling this cultivator’s style of singularly powerful attacks might make him vulnerable to Orodan’s ability to return damage.

He reformed his soul quickly enough, but that was a frightening experience. Domain of Perfect Cleaning still had Absolute Soul Dominion within it, and it could be used to empower weapons. This was done by extending his soul outward and encompassing the shield. In essence, this made his weapons, clothing, and whatever he wielded as strong as his soul.

Which was quite strong.

But if someone could hit hard enough to shatter even that? The price of such empowerment was that Orodan would take direct soul damage from his weapons being shattered if they were under the skill’s effects.

He turned to look behind him, and Orodan had to admit, this old warrior had gone easy on him. If the attack wasn’t diverted to the side, it would’ve cleanly punched through. And if the attack covered a larger area? Nothing of Orodan would be left. After all, Orodan’s eyes were wide with excitement and disbelief at the collateral damage of that single strike.

The moon had a clean mile wide hole going through it all the way out to the other side.

On the other hand, the old man’s eyes were as wide as saucers too.

“You… my treasures tell me you’re at the Master-level… how… how can your shield hold for even a second against the attack of a Transcendent! It is no treasure, but a mere Apprentice-level implement kept strong through only the power of… your soul…” the otherworlder muttered, realization hitting him. “Incredible… just incredible! If you’re this strong now, what will you become in the future? Forgive me, but I simply must abduct you to my world. Plenty of our Transcendents would go to war to have you be the head disciple of their sects. To jump that many levels and actually defend against my strike? Ridiculous! The emperor will honor me for bringing you to him!”

“I’ll have to pass, I respect the offer, but I still have more work to do upon Alastaia, and my answer is final,” Orodan said sternly, with a feral grin forming upon his face. “But if you wish to insist… I’m more than happy to resist! Shall we continue? I know you can kill me like a fly, but that only makes this all the more exciting!”

“You… are truly mad, aren’t you?” the otherworlder asked. “No matter, I have many heavenly treasures which can capture you without ending your life, let’s see how you deal with my myriad mazes of⁠—”

The old man ceased talking as a lethal looking sword light erupted from his blade to deflect a dangerous stream of sickening red. Blood. Which indicated vampires.

The surrounding fifty miles broke from the collision. Orodan had faced blood-based attacks from True Vampires before, but none on that power scale.

The atmosphere, which the moon lacked, somehow became tinged with a blood-red aura. A large, gray, winged humanoid, ruby red eyes, and hands ending in claws, stood wearing a regal outfit. A True Vampire, and it was at least as strong as the Void Horror. And accompanying him, some kind of furry wolf of similar size which stood on, two legs?

A talking wolf which stood upright and walked like a man? What an odd thing! It clearly looked subservient to the vampire too.

“Master, the cultivator is far too strong!” the wolfish beast said. “A mid-Transcendent at least!”

“A sword cultivator too, exceedingly dangerous but thankfully not a fire cultivator,” the vampire replied. “Aarnalf, my loyal companion, you have served me faithfully for many millennia, however, I must ask one final favor of you… Go distract him while I make off with the Celestial skill bearer. Your pack will be elevated to nobility and your name will be enshrined in lycan legend forever.”

Orodan had never heard of werewolves before, and this bipedal wolf was his first time meeting one. The one named Aarnalf seemed to have emotions which were almost human. The fear and hesitation upon its features were evident, akin to a nervous dog.

Personally, he thought it cowardly for a master to send their servant off to die. He decided then and there that he didn’t much like this True Vampire.

“My lord… please tell my mate and pack that my love for them is boundless,” Aarnalf said. “And… please ensure my soul enters the promised land.”

The vampire only nodded, and Orodan had to wonder why this werewolf accepted such a subservient status.

“A vampire from Narictus sending his pet mutt against me… how pathetic,” the cultivator said. “If you last more than three blows, I’ll consider donating your corpse to the outer sect to make a welcome rug. You’re far too confident in your odds of escape, even with your dog distracting me, blood-fiend.”

“Jian Song, we know of you and your prowess… but I’m not the only one after the young celestial,” the vampire replied.

And two more titanic crashes rang out across the moon as more otherworlders arrived.

Eleven feet of pitch-black muscle, and eyes which were a deeper shade of red than rubies. And to top it off, six horns protruded from its skull, and it had a crown of deadly looking fire atop its head.

It was plain to see that this was a demon, specifically… an Arch-Devil. He’d fought a powered down mimicry of one while ascending the Divine Tower during the Inter-Academy Tournament, yet even that foe was terrifyingly powerful, and it’d been neutered and a mere imitation.

And if an undead Demonic Berserker had challenged him in his early loops, and an imitation of an Arch-Devil tested him during his time at Bluefire… then a real Arch-Devil was an entirely different matter. And it looked far stronger than the regular one he’d fought in the tower.

Orodan had never seen a crown of fire atop a demon’s head before, but from the books he’d read, he could only guess that this was the legendary hellfire wielded by the Devil Kings of ancient times. Supposedly, the combined forces of Alastaia had slain all the Arch-Devils within the Hells a long time ago.

Given what he was seeing now, who knew how true that account was?

And the last cosmic interloper was…

…an ancient machine?

Fifteen feet tall, composed of a metal Orodan felt was beyond any he’d seen on Alastaia, with strange System glyphs upon its powerful-looking frame. It was humanoid, built like a very bulky combat golem, and had multiple melee and ranged weapons mounted upon its body.

“Directive: Capture Orodan Wainwright. Multiple threats identified. Solution: Elimination,” it intoned in a cold and emotionless voice. Was that how machines spoke? Was it truly just a golem? He’d never heard those talk before.

“Feh! For the First Hell to send Devil King Gutriyaz… boy, how many skills has your Celestial ability assimilated?” the old man asked.

“Just six at the moment, why?” Orodan asked.

Pindrop silence followed that declaration.

The vampire briefly trembled. The Devil King’s predatory grin grew wider, and the machine had numerous lights flicker on and off upon its metallic frame.

“S-six? Just six, he says… This is a disaster! I must call for more aid,” the cultivator said as a strange talisman upon his neck activated. “I admit, the presence of you bloodsuckers surprised me but was within expectations. But the Hells too? And with six skills it is no surprise the devils felt it all the way in the First Hell.”

A deep laugh rang out, and even with that, the fell nature of the Devil King was apparent in a way the Divine Tower failed to replicate. Its eyes contained nothing but cruelty and the savage desire to slaughter.

“Priceless… for the vaunted Jian Song to immediately summon aid at the sight of me? I shall relish this moment for eons to come, cultivator,” the Devil King Gutriyaz spoke. “Now then, human, your name is Orodan Wainwright, yes? Even halfway to my destination I could sense the sheer battle lust within you, glowing like a beacon from your soul. You would make a fine addition to the forces of Hell, why not join us? Eternal battle and glory can be yours. In time, you may even ascend to the ranks of the Arch-Devils yourself, a superior form, that of an apex warrior, unlike your flimsy mortal body.”

“Orodan Wainwright! Do not think to consort with devils! Their kind is among the most foul in our universe!” Jian Song warned. “With Gutriyaz’s arrival, your world is doomed! Come with me and we may yet escape to Xian where the eldest ancestors will safeguard you and you may grow without fear.”

“No.”

“Foolish! Your life and the fate of your world lies in the balance! Why would you⁠—”

“Warriors from various worlds, all here to capture me…” Orodan interjected. “I’ll admit, this is a true apocalypse for myself and Alastaia.”

“Then, why not make the sensible decision? Come with me!” Jian Song pleaded.

“I agree that would be the sensible decision. Unfortunately, I’ve never been known to make sensible choices,” Orodan said, raising his weapons and grinning like a madman. “When you’ve all graciously presented yourselves to me, how could I pass up this chance to battle warriors from multiple worlds? This will be glorious! Come! Let us engage in a cultural exchange through battle! I wish to know more about all of you!”

“Hahahaha! Excellently said, Orodan Wainwright! Come! Let us sow terror and spill blood across this moon! Join me and⁠—”

Orodan’s sword interrupted the devil.

Joining it? If anything, this Devil King Gutriyaz was the strongest being here and would be his first target.

Perhaps a time looper with some sense in their head would’ve fled. The chance of receiving permanent damage from some strange otherworldly attack was too high. And learning about his opponents piecemeal would’ve been the smarter option. Alongside, perhaps, learning to mask whatever alarm his Celestial skill sent out across the cosmos.

Unfortunately, he was Orodan Wainwright. And whoever chose him for a time loop, made a mistake if they expected smart decisions.

Orodan had always been a big lad, standing at nearly seven feet tall. But the difference in physicality between even the largest man and an eleven-foot-tall Arch-Devil, was made shockingly clear when Devil King Gutriyaz’s hand wrapped around his upper body and hoisted him into the air.

Strong. Very strong, as expected from an Arch-Devil. And its grasp was only the prelude to worse damage. It’s palms ignited, and Orodan began cooking in its grasp while the fires of Hell itself began scorching him.

[Fire Resistance 25 → Fire Resistance 31]

“Fire Resistance… and a powerful healing skill? Not bad. My flames should have burnt you to a crisp… but whatever damage you take is healed immediately,” the Devil King praised. “Such an anomaly, a being so powerful at the Master-level. What are your secrets?”

“You dare assault my charge? You court death, Devil King!” Jian Song said as a ludicrously powerful sword beam forced Gutriyaz to drop Orodan and defend himself. “Come, jump into my⁠—”

An Endless Blitz of All-Strikes interrupted Jian Song.

“I intend to fight everyone here, wait your turn while I face the Devil King!” Orodan yelled, rather ineffectively lashing out at the cultivator who was well beyond him in swordsmanship.

“…You’re genuinely insane it seems,” Jian Song said, and a strange bottle was produced from nowhere, appearing in the cultivator’s hand. “Take a nap inside the myriad mazes of the crystal globe. Perhaps when you make your way out in a few years, you’ll have learned to calm down.”

Space fluctuated with incredible power around Orodan; a vacuum effect was pulling him inward to the pocket dimension within the sparkling globe the cultivator produced. Unfortunately for the ancient swordsman, treasure or not, all direct spatial manipulation still needed to overcome a target’s energy pool. And despite the utterly colossal amounts of soul energy Jian Song was funneling into his treasure, even a Transcendent, powerful as they were, couldn’t best Orodan in such a thing.

Jian Song’s face turned paler by the moment until the Sword Transcendent cultivator cut off the flow of his power.

“What in the heavens… you’re no ordinary bearer of the Celestial… What are you?” the old man asked.

A question which was interrupted as blood consumed his vision and the battlefield erupted into chaos.

“Change of plans! Carry the bearer to the wormhole, Aarnalf! I’ll pressure Jian Song alongside the Devil King!” the True Vampire roared.

“Yes, my lord!” the werewolf replied, and Orodan found himself being dragged along by this furry beast who was quite strong. Close to the level of the Void Horror.

It was pure chaos. The cultivator fought against a double team of the Devil King and the True Vampire, while the golem was in hot pursuit of the werewolf dragging him about. Little wonder the world issued a Quest for him to be captured or slain. Orodan could only imagine how destructive the battle would be if he hadn’t dragged the Void Horror to the moon.

Was this the cosmic hierarchy out among the stars? Were beings on the level of the Void Horror mere grunts assigned to do low-level work? Until today, Orodan had been a moderately sized fish in a little pond, and now? He was learning there was an entire ocean out there. One whose attention he’d attracted by coming into a bit of power.

He had a ways to go before he could truly stand against the cultivator and this Devil King as equals. And the thought of the countless battles in getting there filled him with elation.

The furry hand dragging him along belonged to a rather powerful beast, but it wasn’t so strong that he couldn’t contest it at all. If there was something upon this chaotic battlefield who he was closest to in terms of strength, it would be this wolfish man-beast. His arms flexed with strength enough to shatter mountains, and with enough space, his legs kicked out to break its grip and an Endless Blitz of All-Strikes forced the werewolf to drop him. Orodan lunged forth and began a fierce melee against it, excited at the prospect of testing himself against this otherworldly walking wolf.

“Foolish! The rulers of the eternal night can grant you anything you’ve ever wanted! Power, riches, companionship… You needn’t even embrace the blessing of blood!” the werewolf angrily exclaimed as it fought claw to sword against Orodan. “Your world faces destruction the longer this fighting goes on! Have you no responsibility to your people?”

“Let me correct you there. You lot are responsible for swooping down and attempting to abduct me. I was more than happy to go about my business until you otherworlders came along,” Orodan stated. “I’m merely defending myself and enjoying a good fight in the process. Were you truly prepared to sacrifice yourself at your master’s command? Seems a sad life to me.”

An angry snarl erupted from Aarnalf’s mouth. The werewolf was strong, though perhaps a slight bit easier to deal with than the Void Horror. For one, it wasn’t nearly as big, and whatever levels it had in Physical Fitness didn’t go as far. And for another, the lack of mass meant Orodan could throw down against it toe-to-toe far easier.

The furry man-beast, or werewolf, seemed surprised that Orodan could hold his own in a protracted melee. That surprise soon turned to disbelief as not only was he holding his own, but began actively pushing Aarnalf back.

Jabbing claws met his sword, slashing swipes met his shield, and he stunned the creature when its attempt at biting him was met with a headbutt of his own, where the hard part of his skull cracked its teeth.

Within a minute of deadly melee, Orodan had the werewolf on the backfoot and was almost certain he could best it in a duel. All he needed was time.

Which was when the reminder came that he didn’t have much of it.

A spinning metal drill came down and struck the werewolf, pounding it into the ground and causing mass devastation for hundreds of miles. Vision of Purity showed the werewolf to be unmoving, and he detected no life from it.

Dead in an instant.

He’d almost forgotten about the machine.

“You know, it’s rude to interrupt a one-on-one,” Orodan remarked as he faced the machine. They were less intrusive when ancient and inert beneath a mountain. “Are you here to capture me, too?”

“Unit has taken independent decision to assist being: Orodan Wainwright. Directive: friendship,” it spoke, and the fight momentarily left him. Did it really just want to be friends?

“Ah… well, this is awkward. Here I was, ready to fight everyone, and you just want to become my friend? Sorry, but I don’t need help,” Orodan replied. “Rather, I want to relish this battle myself.”

“Request: unacceptable. Outcome: Death of Orodan Wainwright,” it intoned. “Unit will take independent decision to assist being: Orodan Wainwright.”

There was a tense second when he thought that assistance involved stuffing him into a bag and kidnapping him, but that thought ended once he noticed it brandishing a glowing blade of energy, extending glowing barrels which looked like some sort of advanced firearm, and an odd tube protruded from its back. It turned toward the Devil King, which had taken notice of it.

Orodan could only sigh. It wasn’t exactly trying to kidnap him, but at the same time he couldn’t accept its interference either. This was his fight, dammit!

He didn’t have the heart to just fight something that was being friendly, so he simply threw himself back into the melee occurring between Jian Song, the Devil King, and the True Vampire who was assisting. Hopefully, the machine would be drawn into the battle and not have the time to hover over him and assist in his fights. A hope that proved true when the Devil King launched vicious hellfire at it, forcing it to project strange glowing shields from a device mounted to its back.

Jian Song was looking quite pressed. The Devil King was stronger than the cultivator to begin with, and adding a True Vampire to its side did the Sword Transcendent no favors.

Orodan’s entry and subsequent assault upon the vampire surprised the bloodsucker and gave the cultivator some small reprieve. As did the machine’s arrival in the battle against the Devil King.

“You are a battle-crazed lunatic, Orodan Wainwright! The first vampire will enjoy breaking you before you can be of service to us. I see Aarnalf has failed, a shame. His death amounted to nothing in the end,” the vampire said, and Orodan couldn’t help but narrow his eyes at this bloodsucker.

“He died for you and that’s all you have to say?” he asked. Vespidia and Zaessythra had died for him, and Orodan would never speak of their honorable sacrifices in such a manner. To hear this wretch speak of a comrade’s sacrifice like that? It bothered him.

And Orodan was the type to act when something was a bother.

The battle between Jian Song, the machine, and the Devil King was ignored as Orodan’s wrath was turned towards this bloodsucker.

Every empowerment skill was charged to the maximum, and all his ‘clones’ came out to put an overwhelming amount of pressure upon the foe via Action Increases. Yes, the vampire was strong, as strong as the Void Horror, but it was more of a spellcaster than a melee specialist. Any empowerment of its body it did via the power of blood was merely defensive, and it simply attempted to phase and shift around Orodan, keeping a distance.

In a straight up battle, he would have had a very hard time. It was just as strong as the Void Horror, but a pure spellcaster, and not one which used mana to empower its blood magic either. Which meant Orodan would be facing an evasive blood mage who would happily fly around and bombard him with lethal spells. Of course… that was if it had taken him seriously from the get-go and wasn’t interested in capturing him alive. But when it was holding back and simply attempting to evade? That was a different matter.

The True Vampire’s attempts at avoiding him were put to an immediate end as Space Mastery and Spatial Fold activated. It had plenty of anti-spatiomancy items upon it, and being a spellcaster, its energy reserves were colossal. Logically, it had no reason to worry about any spatiomancer trapping it in place.

Unfortunately for the True Vampire, it was dealing with the one being upon Alastaia who had the unending reserves necessary to do so. All of its anti-spatiomancy items shattered, and a shriek of shock followed by disbelief left its foul bloodsucking mouth as its own reserves of soul energy and mana were utterly drained in attempting to resist Orodan’s spatiomancy.

Once upon a time, when he’d foolishly trusted the divine, he needed to rely upon the second Blessing of Agathor to prevent opponents from fleeing or being evasive. Now, he could do the work himself.

“Space Mastery! How many tricks do you have up your sleeve? How can you overpower all my countermeasures!” the vampire shrieked as any evasive movements it made simply brought it back to its original position. Like footsteps that took you nowhere. “Wait, perhaps we can come to an understanding, Orodan Wain—argh!”

Its attempt at self-preserving diplomacy were cut short as an Endless Blitz of All-Strikes followed. He would normally face a very uphill battle against a nimble spellcaster such as this, especially when none of his existing resistance skills helped. But he managed to close into melee distance; and a pure spellcaster, even one as powerful as this True Vampire, stood no chance against Orodan in a melee.

Cataclysmic waves of blood, which could destroy nations and would certainly kill him, were thrown his way, but this spellcaster was quite unused to the pain and grit of melee combat. Soon as the lethal blood wave began to form, Orodan smashed his hand into its jaw, disorienting it. Or, he simply slapped the casting hand off-course. Beams of sickening blood every bit capable of eradicating him? Orodan shoved his hand into the being’s wounds and simply ripped and tore until the pain caused the spells to weaken or fizzle out entirely.

All the while, the vampire’s regeneration availed it naught as Orodan sliced it into ribbons, its melee abilities proving rather pathetic. He had a suspicion it’dgrown a bit too reliant upon the fallen werewolf to safeguard it against enemies up close.

Its blood magic was mighty, as powerful as the Void Horror was strong. But this loop, Orodan had finally grown enough to begin standing against it, and the battle entered a pace which favored him. Orodan loved melee, and this vampiric spellcaster was unsuited to his favored battleground.

Finally, he lunged for the legs and a double-leg takedown brought it to the ground, unused to grappling as it was, where he was atop it. Both his hands gripped its head…

“I’ve cleaned a converted human before,” Orodan said as he smiled. “But never a True Vampire. Are you born like this? No matter. Perhaps Aarnalf will appreciate your company in the next life. Let him know you thought his death didn’t amount to much.”

Domain of Perfect Cleaning penetrated the True Vampire’s body and soul. It shrieked in pain and a healthy amount of fear as Orodan began scouring it clean.

The differences between it and the vampire he’d purified in the Ogdenborough jail were immediately apparent. The blood taint was present everywhere. Each cell was suffused with it, the outer soul layer, hells, even the inner soul core was full of the curse of vampirism.

It couldn’t even be called a curse when the True Vampire’s entire being was composed of it.

Yet, Orodan knew this was the same taint that spread through the converted vampire he’d once upon a time cleansed. Even if it looked as though it belonged, even if it was part of the True Vampire’s soul core.

At the end of the day, he’d cleansed the Eldritch, and he could clean this. Cleaning was dependent on the wielder and what they considered dirty, and for Orodan…

…vampirism was filth that required cleaning.

He pushed and pushed, yet the blood taint resisted him at every step. For a being so powerful to whom vampirism was such an innate thing, it wouldn’t be easy. Other people might say it impossible. After all, the only reason he managed to purify the Eldritch Avatar was due to the Void Horror within assisting.

Still, he felt there simply wasn’t enough time, and that his Domain of Perfect Cleaning would take too long to do the task.

Which was why Orodan decided to test out a hunch of his. One involving the Reward he received from the second Quest.

What was a +0.1 Title Multiplier? It made no sense when Orodan looked at it on his Status. Yet, he’d done nothing to change his titles till now, and it was time to amend that.

His ‘One Who Has Experienced Death’ title was swapped out for the ‘Celestial Adept’ title, and the difference was apparent. The power of Domain of Perfect Cleaning was increased by a tenth.

It still wasn’t enough, but Orodan wasn’t done yet either.

‘Wielder of a Mythical Skill’ was swapped out for ‘Bearer of a Celestial Skill,’ and another ten percent of power was added to his cleansing efforts. And finally, to cross the threshold, ‘Avatar Slayer’ was swapped for ‘Perfect Cleaning Adept,’ adding another ten percent.

A thirty percent increase to the power of his skill. Enough to do what he needed.

“No! Cease! You violate my very blood and the gift I bear! Mercy! I beg of you!” the True Vampire pleaded, yet Orodan would not relent. His distaste at how it spoke of the werewolf’s fall was still on his mind. And alongside the pain of recent loss he’d suffered, his decision was set.

At the end of the day, the taint of vampirism had to come from somewhere. It had to be based off of something. It was a parasite in nature, infecting a being and making them thirst for the blood of sapient life.

His Vision of Purity could see even the smallest living beings which dwelled within a human’s gut, assisting in the digestion of food. But these were not filth, nor were they undesirable. Rather, they aided the body. However, throughout the years, humans must have undoubtedly added or lost certain species of such gut-dwelling microscopic beings. Hells, people from the Eastern Kingdoms had different gut bacteria than those in the Republic, and they in turn had differences from dwarves and elves. One’s diet, age, and climate could affect such things. A scholar’s work once suggested that moving to a different nation and adopting their diet could change the species that dwelled within.

In other words, gut bacteria were an integral part of the human body, but the species could and did change. At core, what really mattered, was the human.

Similarly, the curse of vampirism was one such thing. No matter how important it was to the True Vampire, at core, what really mattered, was the being underneath. Parasitic curses which granted power would come and go, but as long as the being within persevered, that was what mattered.

And Domain of Perfect Cleaning could do a pretty good job of cleaning things while ensuring the health of recipients.

With a thirty percent increase to the skill, Orodan felt he had enough power and control to do the job.

The screams were horrifying, for it was a deep soul-level violation which he’d never performed before. The vampirism within resisted him, briefly. Before the increased power of his Celestial skill, even it couldn’t resist for long.

Within moments, the vampiric taint was purged entirely from each and every cell within the True Vampire’s body. Its howls subsided entirely, its life force nearly gone. And it was not merely physical, for even the soul core was delved and purified by the will of his perfect cleaning.

At base, what was a True Vampire?

Orodan wasn’t sure, but the completely undamaged human lying before him might be an answer. Although, the former True Vampire looked incredibly gaunt and almost sickly compared to its previous physique. It, or he, would require training.

For he was a True Vampire no longer.

[Domain of Perfect Cleaning 69 → Domain of Perfect Cleaning 70]

[New Title → Perfect Cleaning Elite]

[New Title → Celestial Elite]

Changing something from one species to another. It pushed him past the cusp of Adept and into being an Elite. Was this the power of a Celestial rarity skill? It was exhilarating… frightening too.

The Title Multiplier wasn’t bad. It wouldn’t be as strong for anyone else. But Orodan had a Celestial skill which incorporated three of the things he held titles for. Cleaning, which somehow hadn’t lost its title. Perfect Cleaning, and Celestial skills themselves. Altogether, the increase was roughly forty percent overall. Something Orodan hadn’t noticed when he merely had the Cleaning Elite title equipped, chalking it up to his natural talent and not having a clear metric of measurement.

Essentially, Domain of Perfect Cleaning, the Cleaning part in particular, would be forty percent stronger at all times no matter what level he reached. And this was an excellent stalemate-breaker, as he’d always be a certain percentage stronger than anyone even if they had the same skill level as him.

The increase in skill level made him feel strong, and Orodan thought of doing the same thing to the Devil King and perhaps purging its fell soul and body of whatever made it evil. Of course, the entire battlefield had gone silent at the feat he performed, and the Devil King’s eyes were trembling with rage, and a shocking trace of fear.

“Wicked thing! You bear the same ability as the Great Betrayer! You cannot be suffered to live!”

Orodan knew not who this Great Betrayer was. What he did know was that death and the end of the loop were imminent.

The last thing Orodan saw was another cultivator nearing the moon, and the full power of the Transcendent Devil King Gutriyaz unleashed in the form of a beam of pure hellfire which would doubtlessly destroy the entire moon. It clearly didn’t like the fact that Orodan could purify a True Vampire.

Jian Song and his machine friend scrambled out of the way, and it was too late for Orodan to dodge.

Was the feat of purifying a True Vampire such an impossibility? Why did the Devil King look so scared?

Perhaps it would be a good test subject for the next loop.

And given how shocked these otherworlders were at the revelation that he had six skills contained within his Celestial one… perhaps it was time to add some more to it.
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A keening wail ringing in the night sky awoke him, and Orodan got to work right away by channelling power into his Domain of Perfect Cleaning, altering his neighborhood and the surroundings to the farthest extent he could.

The Quest receipt and Quest Subject warning messages flashed past him, but he habitually ignored them.

The amount of energy necessary to overpower the spatial distortions faced when teleporting deep underground was gargantuan. Orodan thus performed a mass teleportation of people out of his neighborhood, lest they die from being near him when he teleported deep into the depths.

His destination was simple, the abyssal depths.

Space utterly tore apart, and the surrounding two blocks were destroyed with how much soul energy he poured into his spatiomancy. Good thing he’d evacuated people.

Ordinarily, teleporting directly into the abyssal depths was impossible. There was simply too much world energy, and its abundance only increased as one went deeper. The very rock was also infused with it, making teleportation, divination, and most forms of detection and communication impossible due to the sheer amount of interference.

Getting anything through such interference could only be done through pre-deployed chains of relays…

…or if one had raw power enough to make Gods feel inadequate.

[Teleportation 27 → Teleportation 31]

[Space Mastery 56 → Space Mastery 57]

A blink of blue, and Orodan found himself in front of the familiar first gate. Before him, it was sealed, and everything lit up red, then calmed immediately after, as though it was a warning for the gate guardian, that a being had entered the abyssal depths.

Before him was a familiar Fallen Void Archon.

“Hey, where’s the centipede?” Orodan asked. “Which section does she guard?”

Yes, his goal this loop, and in the loops moving forward, was to find the strongest Psionic Grandmaster he knew, and bully it into teaching him the mind arts.

All within fifteen minutes, of course.

To its credit, the Fallen Void Archon took the question in stride by not answering at all. Its six arms lit up with various soul energy empowered elemental spells. It was hellbent on eradicating him.

Naturally, the Orodan of now wasn’t the same Orodan who’d ventured into the abyssal depths back then. For one, he was dramatically stronger. And a quadruple-Grandmaster gate guardian, while strong, wasn’t enough to challenge him when he could now feasibly survive and fight an extended battle against the Void Horror.

He unleashed Domain of Perfect Cleaning, and the All-Consuming Rage portion hungrily devoured its vitality at a rapid pace till it fell to its knees in weakness.

“Look, I’m not trying to cross the first gate. In fact, that overzealous Void Horror will be coming through any moment to try and capture me,” Orodan replied. “Just tell me where that Psionic Centipede is. I need to acquire Psionic Mastery.”

“You’re the Quest Subject?” it asked, incredulity in its tone. And then simply pointed. “…Siyendara guards the gate ten miles in that direction.”

“Oh… that was easy,” Orodan said. “Why are you being so honest?”

“My directive is to defend this gate, mortal. You have already bested me and could pass if you so choose,” it replied. “Besides… that centipede and I do not see eye to eye.”

A rivalry between gate guardians then. How petty, if convenient.

Orodan thanked the Fallen Void Archon and quickly chained teleports to reach the section of the first gate where a giant centipede rested. Upon his arrival, it shot up and hissed.

“Mortal! Begone lest I smite you with fire and agony beyond any you’ve ever known!” it shrieked.

“Excellent! Just what I need!” Orodan declared. “Teach me the arts of the mind.”

“What gibberish do you spout! Leave this place immediately,” it demanded as it sent flames straight for him. Flames which were summarily ignored due to Fire Resistance. He’d faced the true hellfire of a Devil King recently. These petty flames just didn’t compare.

“Apologies, but I need training,” Orodan said as he grabbed its two front mandibles and began dragging it along like a true bully. All the while he ignored its fire attacks.

A teleportation took them both to the surface, specifically to the wilderness of Novarria’s forests where no civilians were nearby.

“Where have you brought me?” it shrieked in fear. “Return me this instant!”

“Only if you defeat me,” Orodan stated, and then prepared to deliver the biggest pile of hogwash he’d said in a while. “And have I mentioned, I’m really vulnerable to mental assaults? I’ll fold like paper if hit by them.”

While Orodan preferred to think it worked, the lack of any skill level increase in Deception meant it likely hadn’t. Still, the Psionic Centipede obliged with a true deluge of psionic assaults. And Orodan’s mastery of the soul was good enough to withdraw it from his mind entirely, something Domain of Perfect Cleaning would normally cover. His Psionic Resistance would only hamper him, but this was as good as he could get it.

This, then, would be his new method of training in each loop before the Void Horror’s arrival.

To spend fifteen minutes receiving Psionic assaults from the strongest mind mage he had easy access to.

The Grandmaster Psionics of various nations weren’t as good as a gate guardian from the abyssal depths whose species was naturally pre-disposed towards the mind arts. And while the elven God, Athandelu, was an option, Orodan had Divine Resistance, and an Avatar would burn out long before it left any mental damage on him.

Time went by as fifteen minutes of mental assault occurred until the Void Horror arrived and then the typical shenanigans of the loop ensued.

Orodan politely refused its request to come along in the form of knocking it and him to the moon. They then fought, with Orodan surviving its lethal assault once it realized capturing him was impossible, and the scuffle continued until the otherworlders arrived.

And during the whole chaos, Orodan learned some interesting things.

For starters, the machine was named W78. It had no name, but a designation, and was quite friendly. For another, it was quite strong. Proven when the Void Horror attempted to strike a stealthy blow and assassinate Orodan while he fought Aarnulf the werewolf. W78 hadn’t taken kindly to that and hit the Void Horror hard enough to send it into the moon’s destroyed world core; killing it instantly.

And finally, his plan of purifying the Devil King wasn’t a bad idea. However, theory and execution were two different things. Devil Kings weren’t as stupid and prideful as he’d stereotypically expected, least of all this Gutriyaz. The instant Orodan revealed his ability to purify beings of taint, the Devil King unleashed its full power and completely destroyed him along with the entire moon in a surge of hellfire.

A keening wail ringing in the night sky awoke him.

Orodan ignored the Quest messages and summoned his Status.

[Name: Orodan Wainwright

Age: 17

Title 1: Perfect Cleaning Elite

Title 2: Celestial Elite

Title 3: Bearer of a Celestial Skill

Title 4: Cleaning Elite

Available Titles:

Bearer of a Celestial Skill

World Gate Delver

Avatar Slayer

Wielder of a Mythical Skill

One Who Has Experienced Death

Grandmaster Slayer

Combat Elite

Sword Elite

Shield Elite

Physical Elite

Unarmed Combat Elite

Cleaning Elite

Wrestling Elite

Soul Elite

Perfect Cleaning Elite

Celestial Elite

Woodworking Adept

Alchemy Adept

Space Adept

Fire Magic Apprentice

Enchanting Apprentice

Teaching Apprentice

Laboring Apprentice

Blacksmithing Apprentice

Pathfinding Apprentice

Gathering Apprentice

Time Apprentice

Rewards:

Permanent +14 Action Increase

Permanent +0.1 Title Multiplier

Skills:

Domain of Perfect Cleaning 70 (Elite - Celestial)

Eternal Soul Reactor 92 (Master - Mythical)

Warrior’s Reciprocity 77 (Elite - Mythical)

Eldritch Resistance 54 (Adept - Mythical)

Incorruptible Being 50 (Adept -Mythical)

Divine Resistance 17 (Initiate - Mythical)

Harmony of Vitality 89 (Elite - Legendary)

All-Strike 85 (Elite - Legendary)

Unassailable Fortress 83 (Elite - Legendary)

Bulwark Physical Resistance 81 (Elite - Legendary)

Endless Blitz 78 (Elite - Legendary)

Mana Resistance 63 (Adept - Legendary)

Vision of Purity 56 (Adept - Legendary)

Body Tempering 56 (Adept - Legendary)

Wood Communion 56 (Adept - Legendary)

Draconic Fireball 44 (Apprentice - Legendary)

Fate Disconnect 43 (Apprentice - Legendary)

Time Reversal 27 (Initiate - Legendary)

Iron Body 80 (Elite - Exquisite)

Psionic Resistance 76 (Elite - Exquisite)

Flash Strike 66 (Adept - Exquisite)

Draconic Mana Channelling 54 (Adept - Exquisite)

Vitality Destruction 41 (Apprentice - Exquisite)

Fire Resistance 31 (Apprentice - Exquisite)

Time Mastery 30 (Apprentice - Exquisite)

Lightning Resistance 18 (Initiate - Exquisite)

Dimensionalism 8 (Initiate - Exquisite)

Curse Resistance 4 (Initiate - Exquisite)

Water Resistance 4 (Initiate - Exquisite)

Wind Resistance 3 (Initiate - Exquisite)

Ice Resistance 3 (Initiate - Exquisite)

Soul Mastery 71 (Elite - Rare)

Space Mastery 57 (Adept - Rare)

War Cry 35 (Apprentice - Rare)

Teleportation 31 (Apprentice - Rare)

Gourmand 13 (Initiate - Rare)

Shield Throw 69 (Adept - Uncommon)

Spatial Fold 62 (Adept - Uncommon)

Power Strike 61 (Adept - Uncommon)

Mana Manipulation 58 (Adept - Uncommon)

Fate Reading 31 (Apprentice - Uncommon)

Magical Rituals 18 (Initiate - Uncommon)

Pain Resistance 90 (Master)
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Otherworlders and Alastaia aside, his Status would make even Gods treat him with respect and more than a bit of awe. He had come very far, and his combat power had grown by leaps and bounds. Yet there was always room for improvement, and Orodan wasn’t the type to ever remain satisfied with his progress.

He had a lot of work to do. Closing the gap against a genuine Devil King and an ancient warrior calling himself a cultivator would be no trivial task.

He also needed to look into the mind arts; best the Void Horror before the chaos began and maybe reach the world core for answers.

It would take many loops…

…it would take a lot of fifteen minutes.


Chapter 2
Fifteen Minutes II


Demons were truly powerful opponents.

Orodan had fought dragons and the Eldritch Avatar before, but he wondered if a Devil King were to ever be corrupted, how bad of a fight that would be. All this was to say that Devil King Gutriyaz was the real issue.

Jian Song didn’t seem to have any interest in actually killing Orodan. His machine friend, W78, didn’t lift a finger to harm him. And the True Vampire and his werewolf subordinate were more intent on capturing him, and even if they wanted to kill him, the vampire and werewolf weren’t up to the task.

Unfortunately, Devil King Gutriyaz was. And purifying the True Vampire caused the Devil King to view Orodan as a serious threat that needed prompt extermination. He didn’t know who the Great Betrayer was, but perhaps there was some Arch-Devil running around purifying its own kind? The Devil King loved to mention them before promptly eradicating Orodan with a wave of pure hellfire empowered by soul energy. Powerful enough that the entirety of the moon was destroyed, and his Fire Resistance was for naught.

It was something due for rectification.

Orodan hadn’t quite tested the full limits of his Spatial Fold’s maximum distance, but what better way to do so than by shooting toward the center of Alastaia’s star system for some training?

If the hellfire of the Devil King killed him far too quickly, then he needed a place to train Fire Resistance where he wouldn’t die in an instant. In other words, it was time for a venture to the sun.

He was atop the peak of Mount Castarian, and just for fun had drained the ancient machine beforehand. The responding Novarrians would have no means of reaching him where he was going.

Space utterly warped around him, and the very mountain trembled at the deluge of power he brought to bear. Even a God of Space might not be capable of channelling the sheer amount of soul energy Orodan drew upon.

[Space Mastery 57 → Space Mastery 59]

[Spatial Fold 62 → Spatial Fold 64]

He’d folded space so extensively that the ground itself for a few miles seemed to draw inward to the folding point he’d created. And with a final step… all Orodan knew was flame.

And death nearly took him almost instantly.

[Fire Resistance 31 → Fire Resistance 33]

The power of a Transcendent was doubtlessly strong… but what was it before the power of a solar body which gave light to nearby worlds? One whose radiance could be seen many worlds away?

Orodan was burnt down to a handful of cells, no matter how hard he pushed his Harmony of Vitality. Hells, this fire… it wasn’t even natural! He could heal past a very hot fire of the same temperature, but this was different. Almost as though the flames of the sun rejected him, refusing his presence upon it.

This was good training!

Every iota of his willpower not engaged in healing was pushed toward reflecting on Fire Resistance, and the other half of his concentration was thrown into meditating on Harmony of Vitality. All while he continually burned to cinders and reformed over and over in a cycle of destruction and rebirth.

Vision of Purity picked absolutely nothing up since the flames were as pure as they got. His actual sight, still functional thanks to Harmony of Vitality allowing even a smattering of cells to retain critical functions, could only see luminous golden flames and bubbling explosions for miles.

So, when an arrow of flame hit his remaining handful of cells, Orodan could only be frustrated at how unfair training on the sun would be. It appeared there were living beings upon it too.

Darkness took him, and he could only look forward to fighting whatever almighty beings called the surface of the sun their home.

Once he was capable of surviving it, that was.
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Of course, not every loop would be spent madly teleporting to the sun. With these short fifteen-minute loops, Orodan found that he enjoyed alternating his pursuits.

Annoyance flashed in his mind as he recalled the conversation he had with that blasted Psionic Centipede.

“Hahahaha! You’ll never learn the arts of mental combat through simply weathering my assaults, you fool!” it had spat. “Without proper tutelage and working from the ground up, your lack of a foundation will leave you forever wanting.”

“So, what you’re saying is, I need to seek out a teacher of psionics?” Orodan had asked.

Of course, attempting to learn the mental arts within fifteen minutes would be the definition of insanity for anyone else. For Orodan, he had as many fifteen minutes as needed.

Although, the woman he stood before now didn’t take kindly to the intrusion.

The Bluefire Academy had dedicated housing within the main tower for the headmasters and headmistresses of each school. Physical Fitness past the higher Adept-level usually allowed one to forgo sleep entirely, which meant martial Grandmasters who focused on the physical arts weren’t in need of it.

A Psionic Grandmaster, however, was a different matter. And the headmistress of the Bluefire Academy school of psionics didn’t look very happy at the surprise.

A cry of shock rang out as he appeared within the room, and the woman in her sleeping gown fired multiple psionic and telekinetic blasts at him. Perhaps she sensed his mind upon entry?

“That’ll teach you to break in and disturb a woman’s slumber!” Ilevida Balmento yelled. “How did you get past the anti-spatiomancy wards? Those were designed by Destartes himself!”

In a prior long loop, Orodan had helped her become a triple-Grandmaster. Unfortunately, there was no time for that now; consequently, the Ilevida before him was a dual-Grandmaster Psionic. Still the headmistress of Bluefire Academy’s school of psionics though.

And while Orodan could’ve gone to Novarria and barged into Venerio Balmento’s room, the Empire and its capital city of Novar’s Peak was defended with far more zeal than Karilsgard in the Republic was. Barging in would likely cause Demosthenos, Vespidia, or even Balastion to appear near-immediately as the disruption of the city’s anti-spatiomancy wards would be detected.

In fact, Karilsgard wasn’t defenseless either. He could sense comets of divine energy erupting in the distance and heading for the academy’s main tower.

“I don’t have much time, want to teach me the mind arts?” Orodan asked. “Tell me of the foundations of mental combat.”

“W-what! You break into my home and then ask to learn the arts of the mind?” she exclaimed in outrage. “Begone!”

“Damn… Well can you at least tell me the name of any insane psionic who’d humor me if I barged in?” Orodan asked. “Give me a good answer and I’ll leave you be.”

“You… Look, try the town of Arkwall in the Empire,” she replied, actually humoring him. “Seek out Alovardo Balmento, my ancestor. A maddened lunatic who has gone into seclusion, but he might actually tolerate your bizarre way of approaching people. And… take that book there.”

Hmm, that didn’t sound like a bad idea. The textbook on mind magic on her nightstand looked useful too.

For now, Orodan felt the approach of multiple Avatars and he looked forward to bullying the ones he didn’t like till the Void Horror arrived.

Which it eventually did, while he was in the middle of beating down the Avatars of Agathor and Ilyatana.

He dragged it to the moon, they fought, the interlopers arrived, and he subsequently died. The usual.

The two levels he’d gained in Fire Resistance were helpful, but the Devil King simply kept the beam going until Orodan died anyway. He would need more levels in his resistance to survive.
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Orodan had heard of Arkwall during his long loop in Novarria and during his formal education at Bluefire Academy in the Republic.

It was among the more well-known cities of the Empire. It bordered the Dokuhan Mountains and was a popular staging point for adventurer teams and expeditions who sought to hunt monsters atop the peaks. The city was famed for producing some of the best adventurers of the Empire.

The adventurers who ventured to Arkwall were often the best of the best or had the potential to be. Adventurers who wanted an easy life could work in far safer locales, where monsters weren’t so frequent, and support from nearby settlements was more widely available. Those who dared adventure in the surroundings of Arkwall, however, were the ambitious sort, driven to become stronger or secure political power and wealth.

And aging Grandmasters often sought out the city as their destination of retirement. Some because they enjoyed the solitude that being away from political centers brought. And some because they enjoyed taking on promising adventures as their students, cultivating them into the future powerhouses of Novarria.

Getting there wasn’t too hard. He’d simply teleported to the outskirts of Novar’s Peak and swiftly shot across the wilderness from there. Once he reached Arkwall, he could teleport there directly in future loops.

Six minutes of rather destructive travel later, the city lay before him. Unlike most Novarrian cities farther north, Arkwall’s climate was hot and arid. There wasn’t any green to be seen anywhere, and the terrain was rocky, mountainous, and sandy—which was expected this close to the Dokuhan Mountains.

Orodan had seen bigger cities, but none had looked quite so… militarized and ready for war. The city walls were lined with all manner of cannons, and the defenders were on-edge, surveying the skies with grim faces. Yes, Novar’s Peak and Karilsgard likely had more weaponry and defenders overall, but their walls didn’t have the sheer number of troops and material per square foot that Arkwall did. Neither did the defending troops look as battle-hardened as they were here.

This was a city that weathered constant attacks and was ready for combat at all times. And this was the city from where Novarrian troops would reinforce the dwarves in their war beneath the mountain against the drow. The city had a prominent military base from where regular military movements of troops and supplies were staged.

The under-mountain confederation had the safety of miles of rock above their heads, alongside geomancers to reinforce the mountain and keep the dwarven people safe. Arkwall, on the other hand, was subject to the frequent incursion of flying monsters from the Badlands to the south of the Dokuhan Mountains. Dwarven patrols weren’t exactly shooting the airborne intruders down. In fact, they were all too happy to allow them free rein if only so the orc tribes struggling on the peaks would suffer more attacks.

The orcs often hid or took shelter in uninhabited cave systems to avoid these monster assaults. This made Arkwall a rather prominent target, being the only surface city whose inhabitants dared to live so openly. They often received attacks, and the city did a fantastic job of taking them on, in Orodan’s opinion.

An enraged shriek came from an invading flock of wyverns who had three-fourths of their number eviscerated by a barrage of magical cannon fire and spells. The surviving alpha wyvern proceeded onward, only to receive a lightning imbued javelin of a Master-level peltast. The flock was slaughtered quickly after that. The entire thing happened in less than two seconds.

“Hold! Who goes there?” the gate commander, the Master-level peltast in Novarrian colors roared out, his javelins still crackling with lightning.

Unlike Novar’s Peak, there weren’t multiple entrances, only a singular, heavily defended gate.

“Just a visitor, here to meet Grandmaster Alovardo Balmento,” Orodan replied. “I’m on a bit of a time limit, so I’d appreciate it if you could let me pass.”

The gate commander, a near-Grandmaster, sized him up. Then, the man’s eyes took on a wary look and he nodded to his men. Vision of Purity detected a pulse sent out from the man’s enchanted ring toward Novar’s Peak. Whether it was a request for aid, or a heads-up, Orodan didn’t know.

“Very well, but we’ll have a brief scan to ensure you aren’t tainted by the curse of vampirism. Too many foul bloodsuckers near these parts,” the man said. “Welcome to Arkwall.”

Being near the Dokuhan Mountains, the concern of vampires getting through was legitimate. The drow were known to have vampires openly among them, and hidden enclaves of them were frequent nearer to the Dokuhan Mountains where Arkwall was.

Orodan passed through the gate, and the scan was nothing more than a mage waving some enchanted items around him. Neither of which went off, since Orodan wasn’t a bloodsucker. One of the items scanned the body for any traces of the taint, while the other scanned the soul.

Of course, Orodan’s Vision of Purity picked up multiple traces of taint within the city. He’d scoured the vampiric taint from people before and could now sense it. He picked up on at least three signatures. And most concerningly… at least one person was infected by the Eldritch.

Just what was going on in this city?

The gate commander was waiting for him down on the ground and beckoned to him as Orodan approached the square behind the gate.

“Good sir, might we have a brief word?” the man asked. “You’ve said you’re short on time, and I respect that, so I will make this brief. I’ll even direct you to the lord’s manor after.”

“Very well, but make it quick, please,” Orodan said.

“I… sensed your power. I have a beast-tamer on retinue, and her companion’s instincts have gone crazed. Only Lord Demosthenos or Lady Vespidia can elicit such reactions during their visits. Might I ask who you are and what your intentions are towards Arkwall?” the commander asked. “Unless you seek trouble, we will not impede your way. However, Novar’s Peak has been informed of your arrival, and they are a teleport away from responding if needed, so I hope you have come in peace, sir.”

Not a threat, but a proclamation of their capabilities. Orodan could understand the gate commander’s position. An unknown being, at least as strong as Demosthenos or Vespidia showing up, would make anyone nervous. Sending a message to the capital and informing the higher-ups was only natural in such a situation. As was approaching him amicably but with caution.

“I do come in peace. I really am just here to meet with Alovardo Balmento,” Orodan said. “And I do mean meet, not take revenge on, duel, assassinate, or any such nonsense.”

“I see… thank you for making known your intentions, sir,” the commander said. “Please, allow me to show you to where Lord Alovardo is. He is… a reclusive man, and I normally would not allow anyone to approach. However, with your strength, you may do as you wish, I only ask that you not cause trouble if he takes poorly to the intrusion.”

Orodan nodded and made to carry on, though not before leaving the commander with a parting gift.

“And by the way, there are three vampires within the city. Two of them in that tavern, the third down in the sewers.”

The man’s face paled, as though he’d suspected it and seemed to know exactly who they were.

The gate commander made some hasty but relatively stealthy calls and profusely thanked him before letting him go about his business, with straightforward directions to the abode of Alovardo Balmento.

Arkwall wasn’t a regular city. For one, there were no children or hapless commoners on the streets. This was a heavily militarized border city, and every person within had at least the Apprentice-level in something which contributed to its functioning. From what he knew, on top of their regular pay, people were also paid a lump sum as incentive for agreeing to serve a set amount of time within the city. The incentives were often quite generous, and people in Arkwall often stayed to rake in wealth or continue honing their skill levels. The fact there were opportunities to catch the eye of a powerful teacher also helped.

Apprentice and Adept-level craftspeople passed him as he made way for the manor. And Orodan could even sense a few Elites on different streets.

As he approached, Orodan grew only more perplexed by what Vision of Purity was telling him. The manor was atop a dusty hill, but there was only one person within.

And it was the Eldritch signature he’d detected upon being near the city.

Orodan felt a little bad about being here. After all, depending on how this went, he was likely to have to purge the Eldritch from Alovardo Balmento. A process which would likely cause some trouble for Arkwall and its authorities. Did the first emperor even know that someone in this city bore the Eldritch taint? Had nobody noticed all this time?

He pushed the door open and walked into the manor’s front foyer where the old Grandmaster was.

Arkwall attracted all kinds of eccentric Grandmasters. Those who sought life away from the competitive and fast-paced atmosphere of Novar’s Peak. Those who wanted to hone themselves in peace and perhaps pick up a student, and those aging Grandmasters who just wanted to spend their final years quietly.

And then there were insane people like Alovardo Balmento.

“No, you cannot go there, that will only make the breach even wider,” the man muttered, talking to seemingly nothing. “Well, perhaps if you move that number into this position? But that added value doesn’t even make sense!

“Ah, they have sent their vaunted assassin at last,” the man said as Orodan stepped into his house. “Hmm… how strange… you really think so?”

“Alovardo Balmento, I come to learn the mind arts from you. I’m not an assassin,” Orodan said. “And who are you even talking to?”

“Yes, yes… they tell me you aren’t. Perhaps if I add a snippet from this value to the end of this? What do you mean that’s not how it works!” the man exclaimed, and Orodan could sense the Eldritch off of him through Vision of Purity, yet it was exceedingly strange. It was neither corruptive like the kind spread by the Eldritch Avatar, nor was it making Alovardo aggressive like it had the Eldritch Minotaur and Balastion. If anything, Alovardo’s eyes weren’t white and pupil-less, and the man had no visible Eldritch on his body whatsoever, even if Vision of Purity detected it within. “Mind arts? Pick up that book and read from chapter three. Chapters one and two are a waste of time.”

Orodan did as he asked and got to reading. Which clearly seemed to take this insane loon aback at least a bit.

“No questions about training methodology? Oh… a mad man indeed, is that what you say?” he asked, speaking to whatever invisible thing he was holding a conversation with.

“No sense in questioning honest instructions. I have little time and much work to do,” Orodan replied.

“Indeed, indeed… the numbers say something comes soon. A Quest? Multiple Quests? Fascinating!” the lunatic babbled.

Orodan ignored the ramblings, keeping an ear out for any genuine instructions as he read. Frankly, without chapters one and two, the text made no sense whatsoever.

“Old man… what are you even talking about?” Orodan asked. “This book makes no sense without reading chapters one and two!”

“A pity, the number will not shift yet. Truly untalented, isn’t he?” Alovardo said. “Oh? You say he has no equal in that other thing? What a strange thing to be so impossibly talented in… he’d best not try to scrub the truth from my soul!”

Orodan wanted to read more, but the Void Horror approached, and it was time for the end of the loop.

How many more loops of this madman’s nonsense would he have to put up with? And just what was the answer to the non-corruptive Eldritch flowing through Alovardo Balmento?

He had no further time to dwell as the Void Horror came, he dragged it to the moon, and he was killed by Devil King Gutriyaz after cleansing the True Vampire.

Like that, Orodan’s loops spent with Alovardo Balmento began.

“Alovardo Balmento, I come to learn the mind arts from you. I’m not an assassin,” Orodan said yet again.

“Yes, yes… they tell me you aren’t. Perhaps if I add a snippet from this value to the end of this? Will the breach narrow by a certain percentage then? Oh… but Talasgan will complain. What do you mean that’s not how it works!” the man exclaimed, conversing with invisible beings before he turned to Orodan. “Mind arts? The numbers say you’ve read from chapter three onwards already… here, read this book from chapter nine, but do not allow yourself to mentally count anything.”

Orodan had been called mad before, but this was genuine quackery. What even was this madness? Still, he complied and got to work.

And then the Void Horror came, and the loop ended once more as he died upon the moon. Although he did learn that the True Vampire’s name was Ragamul, and that his world of Narictus had three moons. Three moons! How wondrous!

Another loop passed.

“Alovardo Balmento, I come to learn the mind arts from you. I’m not an assassin,” Orodan said.

“Yes, yes… they tell me you aren’t. Perhaps if I add a snippet from this value to the end of this? What do you mean that’s not how it works!” the man exclaimed. “Now wait a minute, how is your number so close to shifting? Who has been teaching you? I can do a better job. Pick up this book and read only chapters one and two.”

“But this is the same book and chapters you told me not to—” Orodan cut himself off with a sigh. It was the same book Alovardo had told him to read from chapter three onwards. And now this madman wanted him to read only chapters one and two? Fine.

Frankly, Orodan’s theoretical knowledge of the mind arts was quite disjointed from this strange manner of reading. He’d tried reading that introductory textbook Ilevida had pointed out a loop ago, but bridging the knowledge he was acquiring here with that formal introduction was a hopeless endeavor.

Alovardo had him reading books which weren’t meant for beginners, but someone slightly intermediate in the arts. From everything he’d read so far, he had received no explanation on what the field of psionics was, simply jumping right into thick explanations and diagrams of the mind.

Some of these things Orodan knew. In fact, he had a lot of experience in delving mindscapes and engaging in combat within them; having faced plenty of mental assaults. By now, he had a better practical understanding of the mind than any brand new psionic. Yet, none of what Alovardo asked him to read actually explained what psionics were.

“Done that book already, are you? But the numbers still haven’t settled, and the symbols remain silent… read the Canticles of Xalathar, but only from verse ninety-seven, and strictly till verse one seventy-two,” the madman directed, and Orodan complied but then stopped to take it in.

“Hey… isn’t the Canticles a book on using soul energy to directly⁠—”

“Shush, less talking, more reading,” Alovardo interrupted. “The numbers won’t change themselves. How do they shift about him like that? Oh? You’re saying he’s actually… hrm…”

Orodan still had no clue who the Eldritch-infected man was speaking to, but the questions could wait. For now, studying came first.

The texts truly made no sense, and Orodan felt he’d need many loops of gripping with it to make any progress since Alovardo insisted he only read within certain verses. But weirdly enough… even though it was a jumbled mess… the picture forming in Orodan’s mind was oddly clear.
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Like that, a hundred alternating loops passed.

Burn in the sun, die. Head to Arkwall, train with ludicrous methods under Alovardo Balmento, die. Alternate and repeat.

His Teleportation had increased all the way to 46 from repeatedly teleporting to the sun. Spatial Fold was convenient for opening the path in a straight line, but once he’d been someplace once, Teleportation allowed him to return from then on.

His Fire Resistance was now at 42 and on this loop, Orodan felt he would finally gain some ground against that wretched Devil King. His studies on the mental arts were also progressing well, which was to say, Alovardo’s weird methods of teaching still left him confused, and Orodan believed he still lacked a foundational understanding of what the psionic arts entailed. Still, he felt weirdly understanding of mind magic, even if the explanation wasn’t a complete one.

Perhaps the Eldritch lunatic’s teachings were more profound than Orodan was aware?

And speaking of Alovardo…

“I don’t even look like an assassin!” Orodan protested. Hearing the same accusation more than a hundred times was a bit irksome. “Have you seen the size of me? Do you see this sword and shield? Do I look like I’d need to act in a clandestine manner to kill someone?”

“Exactly, nobody would expect an oversized bookshelf like you to be an assassin,” Alovardo remarked. “It’s the perfect disguise!”

That was… somewhat decent logic, actually.

“My Disguise skill isn’t even that high!” Orodan heatedly replied.

“Yes, the numbers are rather muted about that one,” Alovardo insulted.

“Damn you! I know my talent in the art of disguise is pathetic,” Orodan replied. “The point is, I could just kill people up front without the need for tricks. The label of assassin would be incorrect, or at least, not fitting. I’d feel less insulted if you just called me a killer, that, at least, avoids the association with tricks and skullduggery.”

“Ah, but tricks and skullduggery are a natural part of conflict,” Alovardo said. “Do you think yourself above such methods? The numbers do move about your position in the great tapestry rather strangely…”

Orodan hadn’t bothered to ask so far, but now he finally did.

“Just what do you mean when you say, ‘the numbers’?” Orodan asked, having a suspicion that he knew what the man was referring to. And if so… just how the hells could this man see such things?

What was the true nature of the Eldritch?

“Oh? These strange glyphs which tell me so much? They ask me not to say, unfortunately,” Alovardo replied, much to Orodan’s frustration.

But he was sure of it! Alovardo Balmento could somehow see the glyphs and numbers of the System. He was corrupted by the Eldritch, and inexplicably, the man wasn’t completely maddened, or at least, not mindless. It wasn’t visible externally, and it wasn’t the corruptive kind.

The Eldritch Avatar was a virulent puppet. The corrupted minotaur he’d fought in the depths was utterly maddened and violent. And yet this man outwardly looked no different from a regular human. Certainly mad, yes. But not fallen to the Eldritch like everything else he’d seen in its grips.

“Look, I have no doubt you’re seeing the glyphs of the System,” Orodan said, grabbing a nearby quill and etching out some symbols. “Do they look like this? I’ve seen them before too, on the world gates, and on this odd golem who’s among those with a vested interest in me.”

“The little digits speak to you as well! Wait… no, they say you’ve merely seen the surface, not the truth… the ever-present truth… the fabric, the tapestry of existence still eludes you,” Alovardo rambled. “Ah! To have eyes but not see… what torture it must be!”

The crazed utterances of a madman, but Orodan wasn’t stupid enough to dismiss what he said. Even if Alovardo wished not to give any answers, the man gave away more than he realized by simply speaking to himself. Investigating him and what exactly the Eldritch was, would have to come after he settled his current affairs, however.

Since the Void Horror now came for him.

The ground trembled, but Orodan would not allow it to crash upward and break the surface, thereby destroying a large portion of Arkwall.

Soul energy ran through him, and his eyes glowed with power. As usual, Alovardo uttered not a word but simply watched throughout the entire process. Strange man.

And before a gray hand could break the surface, space was warped wildly. And Orodan shot both himself and Alastaia’s appointed pursuer to the moon in one gesture.

[Space Mastery 62 → Space Mastery 65]

[Spatial Fold 66 → Spatial Fold 67]

They both landed with a tumultuous crash which shook the barren ground for many miles.

“What in Alastaia’s name… where have you brought us? You fool, we cannot return now!” the Void Horror exclaimed in anger, its ever-present fear of being thrown into the void between stars like its brother coming to the surface.

“I’ll return you once you’ve received a beating,” Orodan promised with a crazed smile and drew his weapons. His skills had grown, and in this loop, he felt he might even be capable of beating it within fifteen minutes. Before the arrival of Jian Song, the first of the otherworlders.

“Tch! I come to rescue you from the numerous predatory beings from other worlds who approach, and you threaten violence?” the Void Horror asked. “By all means, let us see if your strength matches your boasts.”

Long gray arm met shield, and the moon trembled at the cataclysmic clash. Orodan Wainwright was matching the Void Horror blow for blow now. It was a terrifying dance of violence and savagery which caused the lunar body to tremble for hundreds of miles. And unlike all the times before, it was no longer an uphill battle.

Once upon a time, he died to a singular attack from it. Even in successive loops after, he struggled and remained on the losing end. But the constant battles against new and powerful foes had forced him to grow. A furry man-beast, a True Vampire, a cultivator, and a fabled Devil King. These cosmic interlopers had all forced Orodan to grow even stronger.

And now… now Orodan was on the winning end. For someone like him who was so used to fighting against overwhelming odds, so familiar with struggling in uphill battles, the Void Horror wasn’t his match any longer. The fear in its eyes was apparent as he began to press the advantage he’d developed over many loops of effort.

Its vicious assaults were stopped by his shield and opportune counterstrikes of his sword. And his own blows were peppering it with constant damage. Additionally, Warrior’s Reciprocity made it pay very dearly for every bit of damage he received.

Seven minutes passed, and the Void Horror realized it was losing. Ten minutes passed, and it was beginning to show signs of serious damage.

And as the thirteenth minute since the fight’s opening came and went, Orodan had it on its last legs.

Vicious and brutal, Orodan threw every iota of power he could at it. He was atop its head, pounding with savage blows which could destroy entire nations.

The first ‘clone-multiplied’ All-Strike hewed its right hand off. The second took its left arm off at the shoulder.

And a final one was poised to land upon its now exposed neck, promising decapitation.

“Alastaia… forgive me… I have failed…”

And the blade was halted mid-swing.

Fourteen minutes.

“Finally! I’ve bested you in under fifteen minutes!”

The Void Horror, a quintuple-Grandmaster, bested in under fifteen minutes. This was how far Orodan had come!

“…You show mercy?” it asked.

“Well, yes? While you’ve tried to kill me, and succeeded on numerous occasions, I don’t think you’re malicious,” Orodan said. “Alastaia though… is a different story.”

“The Quest on you still remains, Orodan Wainwright,” the Void Horror spoke. “You are a threat to Alastaia… but… I suppose the otherworlders will arrive soon and the Quest will be nulled, as I’ve failed my part. I accept that you’re my better in combat… so this last-minute need not be spent fighting to the death.”

“A nice change of pace for once,” Orodan replied. “You’ve been a great teacher. Thank you.”

“Your words are nonsensical. I’ve never met you prior to this,” it replied. “I’ve never tried to kill you or succeeded before either.”

“My words would sound nonsensical if not for the fact that I’m in a time loop that resets every time I die,” Orodan explained. “The moment you got the Quest to capture me is when the loop begins, and I receive my own Quests. It all started when I acquired a Celestial rarity skill in my last long loop.”

“A time loop? That is impossible, the Gods would have descended by now and… and…” It trailed off and came to a stop. “Even the Gods are unaware, aren’t they?”

“Quite so.”

“Your story is madness, and quite suspicious. Every part of me is tempted to call you a liar and a fool, and yet… there is something most odd in the core of the world. Your sudden appearance, this Quest, this… time loop you speak of, perhaps they are connected… If you truly are in a time loop, and you say you receive Quests at the beginning of each one, then you might find answers within the world core, by getting audience with the world herself.”

“While I intend to delve to the world core and ask at sword point why I’m constantly being hounded and how I can stop it,” Orodan said, “how will Alastaia have answers for my time loop when the Gods do not?”

“I cannot guarantee any answers, but if there is anywhere you should look first, it is with our world,” the Void Horror answered. “A time loop of such power that surpassed even the Gods can only be the result of a higher power. And the world has secrets which not even the divines are privy to. Something very, very old, sent down during the world’s formation.”

Orodan wasn’t sure what this very old thing it was referring to was, but delving into the world core was in fact a goal of his. If only so he could get an answer and perhaps stop it from pestering him. The fights against the Void Horror were nice, but having something the size of a small mountain claw up through the surface and into his hometown was more than a little unsafe for its residents.

Any further thought would have to wait, as fifteen minutes had passed… and the cultivator approached.

A resounding crash rang out, and the robed figure of the old Sword Transcendent was revealed.

“Good, good!” Jian Song exclaimed. “Like a piece of unpolished jade… for a Celestial talent to emerge here, the heavens must be on our side. And only at the Master-level too… is this what true genius looks like?”

A true genius? Maybe when it came to Cleaning. In Orodan’s opinion, while excellent in some areas, he wouldn’t call himself a ‘true genius.’ It took him advantages that others didn’t have in order to get to where he was. He would admit though, that he likely worked harder than anyone else he knew of.

“Jian Song, let us not bandy words. I know you’re here to spirit me away to your strange world of flying swords and gaudy robes,” Orodan spoke. “But I have no interest in traveling to Xian yet to meet this emperor. Fight me and show me the power of your Dao!”

“Orodan Wainwright, we shall discuss later how you know these things,” the old cultivator said, and then produced his sword. “For now… how can a sword cultivator refuse such an open challenge? I hope you’re ready to receive my blow.”

Every empowerment skill was activated to the max, and this time… Orodan’s face carried a mad grin and a hint of confidence. Fifty loops had improved his Domain of Perfect Cleaning, and he felt he could at least force his shield to hold now.

The familiar thin beam of sword light flew toward his shield and impacted…

…and for once, it held. His Domain of Perfect Cleaning being three levels higher now, at 73, allowed his shield to hold.

And Jian Song’s eyes were wide like saucers, his mouth agape.

“Impossible! Completely impossible! You’re merely at the Master-level! How can you defend against a Sword Transcendent like myself?” Jian Song exclaimed. “This is a discovery beyond any I could’ve hoped for! I must summon assistance to ensure a heavens-defying talent like you is poached for certain.”

Well, that was quite the annoying occurrence. If he knew showcasing his defensive prowess would cause Jian Song to call backup early, he would’ve held off.

A beam of blood came for Jian Song, signifying the arrival of Narictus’s hunters—the werewolf and its True Vampire master. And soon the chaos upon the moon began in earnest once Devil King Gutriyaz and W78 arrived shortly after.

Jian Song clashed against the Devil King and Ragamul the True Vampire, while Orodan engaged Aarnalf the werewolf. At his insistence, W78 did not intervene. Partly because Orodan had grown stronger and was on the winning end against the furry beast.

“How can a mere Master-level warrior be so strong? Your Bloodline would be divine… the nobles houses of the eternal night would go to war for a chance to have you sire children for them, to add your blood to their lines,” Aarnalf roared. “Join us! We need not fight! Let us work against the Devil King and eliminate the foul demons of the Hells!”

“I wasn’t aware your world of vampires and werewolves also hated the devils,” Orodan said. “I’ve never heard of werewolves before meeting you, but in my world, vampires are seen as rather nefarious.”

Well… he supposed the devils coming along and killing a vampire’s food might be a point of contention.

“The vampires of your world are short-sighted and weak then! Imagine a society where all are elevated to immortality after a few years of service,” the werewolf explained. “A world where our souls are easily placed back into perfect vessels, and we can stay with our families and loved ones for eternity! Where necromancy, vampirism, and the gift of lycanthropy can be leveraged to benefit our people and bring us together!”

It sounded utterly nonsensical if he went by what he knew and been taught of necromancy and vampirism. Any priest of the Cathedral back home would be having conniptions at the sheer heresy of those words. But who knew how the inhabitants of this other world, Narictus, lived their lives? Perhaps not all vampires were fang-baring villains. Certainly not the grieving and broken gate guardian he’d met in the abyssal depths.

“That sounds nice, but I’m still not going to your world,” Orodan replied as he sent one final barrage of All-Strikes at his opponent. “I have affairs to settle here, and I’m afraid you’re preventing me from doing so.”

The werewolf was sent flying to the other side of the moon, roaring in pain and fury. It was still alive of course; Orodan saw no need to kill someone who was somewhat amicable and not trying to kill him.

“Well, my friend,” Orodan said, turning to W78 who was simply acting the spectator all this time. “You might want to get off this moon. It’ll meet a rather destructive end soon for what I’m about to do.”

“Subject: Orodan Wainwright. Analysis: Attempting risky action. Action not recommended, friend,” it intoned in its usual robotic voice that Orodan had come to be fond of.

Frankly, the metallic being had never once attacked him and only conversed politely. That put it far above anyone else on this barren moon in his books.

“I’m told I have a habit of doing things which aren’t recommended, apologies, friend,” Orodan said. “The Devil King won’t be too happy after I cleanse Ragamul of his vampirism.”

“Error: cleansing vampirism from True Vampire not possible without fatal outcome.”

“Eh, you’ll see,” Orodan said as he made way for the losing Jian Song.

The unfortunate cultivator was already inferior in a toe-to-toe battle against Devil King Gutriyaz, and the True Vampire’s addition in ganging up against him wasn’t helping.

So, when Orodan joined in and dragged Ragamul away for cleansing, it was a welcome reprieve. Domain of Perfect Cleaning shot out and identified and wrapped around the entirety of the vampirism coursing through the vile creature’s body.

“No! Wait! The gift of the blood…! What are you doing?” Ragamul exclaimed in horror. “I surrender! Please! We’ll leave and never trouble you again!”

“And how many innocents have you slaughtered due to your bloodthirst, vampire?” Orodan asked.

“None besides cattle who were made for that purpose!”

Orodan’s eyes narrowed.

“And pray tell… these sapient beings, you breed them as cattle for consumption?”

The vampire’s eyes betrayed the answer. It couldn’t have lied even if it wanted to. Not when Orodan held a tight grip over its soul with Domain of Perfect Cleaning and could sense the ebbs and flows so minutely.

“Please… mercy…”

“For your loyal subordinate, perhaps,” Orodan replied. “But for you, who would gladly sacrifice him, and who would use the taint of vampirism to snuff innocents of their blood and lives? I think not.”

Howls of agony rang out, and Ragamul, the True Vampire… became human once more.

The entire moon went silent for a moment.

“New data collected. Error resolved,” W78 intoned. “Hostile phenomenon: Vampirism. Solution: Orodan Wainwright.”

A bit dramatic. He would hardly call himself the cure to vampirism… but perhaps this could be a good first step towards that.

“You might want to vacate the moon, my friend,” Orodan said, looking at the machine.

It was a warning given just in time, since Devil King Gutriyaz’s eyes were wide in disbelief, rage, and fear.

“The power of the Great Betrayer! You wicked thing! Die where you stand!”

Orodan felt it slightly ironic that a genuine Devil King—a being enshrined in legend for terrorizing entire worlds—was calling him wicked. Perhaps a skill based around cleaning was utterly repulsive to demons? Such thoughts were put on hold as a beam of pure hellfire erupted, and the moon, and Orodan with it, were utterly vaporized.

All save for a handful of cells and an unbroken sword and shield.

At the end of the day, what was vitality? It was life, yes. But what was the hallmark of life?

The purpose of life wasn’t merely to exist, like an unfeeling object. Life was more than just that. Even the smallest microbial lifeform, from the beginning of its inception, it struggled, it competed, it adapted, and it survived.

Embracing the Harmony of Vitality then, was to accept this struggle, this perseverance, implicitly.

To become it.

[Harmony of Vitality 89 → Harmony of Vitality 90]

No more was this the mere brute force he’d habitually thrown into the skill. It was now at the Master-level, and the jump in power was profound. It was long overdue, but Harmony of Vitality had finally increased.

The beam kept being channeled, and Orodan began slowly reforming despite it. He had weathered the flames of the sun’s surface. This Devil King’s strongest attack was still a step below the power of the sun, especially in the deeper layers which killed Orodan instantly without the strange beings on it even getting to attack him.

[Fire Resistance 42 → Fire Resistance 43]

“Excellent, please keep going, I wonder how high my Fire Resistance can get if I keep this up,” Orodan said even as the beam of hellfire washed over him. He was beginning to outpace the damage with his healing.

“Wretched purifier! Your sort must be annihilated here and now before the Conclave recruits you in their single-minded holy war!” Devil King Gutriyaz roared. If anything, the Devil King was intent on pressing the attack.

Although, it was not to be.

At the start of the battle, the cultivator Jian Song had called for reinforcements. And for the first time, Orodan got to see another of his kind who didn’t wield just a sword.

He never knew music could be a weapon, and he’d never heard a more profound melody in his life.

A single note was played from a rather plain-looking lute, and then… the beam, and the Devil King, were blown into the void between stars, screaming rage and vengeance even in retreat.

“Little Song… was that devil bothering you?” the woman asked in a profoundly gentle voice that had even Orodan feeling at peace.

Short hair, no notable features, nothing that would stand out. Orodan wouldn’t say she was ugly, but she was almost impossibly plain in a way that would make people overlook her. It was akin to a geometric impossibility; there was no way someone could look this plain and bland naturally. Not unpleasant, just… entirely unremarkable of appearance. He was almost certain it was a skill. If he scanned a crowd ten times, he might miss this woman every time unless she specifically spoke to him. Even looking upon her, he felt as though his mind wanted to forget the sight of her face.

A rather ordinary-looking lute, and an unassuming woman wielding it. Yet if the display he just saw was anything to go by, this woman was even deadlier than a Devil King.

“Big sister…! You came for me! I will be forever grateful!” Jian Song said as he dropped to his knees with tears in his eyes. “I’ve brought shame to our family!”

The musical cultivator shook her head and ruffled the ancient Jian Song’s hair.

“Come now, none of that. Devil King Gutriyaz is one of the stronger Kings of the First Hell. That you held on for a while speaks well of your skills,” the woman said in a calm and caring tone. Every single syllable was full of intricate layers of meaning. It wasn’t that her voice sounded beautiful or melodic, but as though each word contained so much that wasn’t spelled out. As though entire conversations occurred with the utterance of a single sound. “How could I let my little brother be bullied by some silly devil with a poor taste in music? Now then, is this the Quest Subject? Is this Orodan Wainwright?”

“That would be me,” Orodan said, keeping his weapons at the ready. This woman was incredibly dangerous, and while he held faith in his willpower, he would be a true idiot if he underestimated what was likely some sort of Transcendent social skill user.

“My, you’re quite the violent sort, I can tell just by looking at you,” she said in a thoughtful tone. “I’ve met heroes who fight and yet will break down for the first time in millennia once I ask them sincerely of their sorrows. Champions who’ve buried the grief and rage in their hearts with battle. But you… you simply live for battle in every breath. No wonder those devils were so insistent on getting a hold of you… and yet… I can sense your heart is not a dark one.”

His eyes narrowed in suspicion and the grip on his weapons tightened.

In response, the musical cultivator’s hands went up in a gesture of peace.

“I apologize, it’s no skill; I cannot read minds. It is merely the astute observations of a woman who’s lived for a very, very long time,” she said and then smiled. “I understand my little brother received a Quest to recruit you to our world. Would you like to come with us to Xian? Our emperor wishes to meet you. Perhaps we might have some tea?”

It was a nice offer, but Orodan’s answer still remained unchanged.

“I have affairs to settle on my world first, only then can I think to venture into the cosmos,” Orodan replied. “I cannot come with you.”

Jian Song’s eyes narrowed.

“Orodan Wainwright, do you not see⁠—”

“Hush, little Song,” the woman interrupted. “Very well, Orodan Wainwright. Can we at least ask that you visit us when the time comes?”

“But, big sister! The Quest will⁠—”

“Fail. And Xian will weep, and our world’s pride will be bruised. But what will be far more harmful is damaging our relationship with this young man. Will our emperor be pleased with you then?” she asked, causing the Sword Transcendent to lower his head in fear. “Truly, has your time spent as a servant of the world numbed your senses? How can we gain allies if we go around kidnapping people and acting as mannerless cretins? The civil war surrounding our soul nexus has caused many souls to be knocked astray from the cycle of reincarnation and enter worlds even as far as here, in the Hegemony’s territory. And from what I hear, the locals don’t have a good impression of us cultivators as a result. Let us change that opinion.”

“What? People from your world are within ours?” Orodan asked.

“I cannot say for sure, but the likelihood is high. If you’ve ever seen anyone speaking of courting death or riding a flying sword, that might be a clue,” she replied with an amused smile.

Something clicked in Orodan’s head about a certain prodigy from Rubywater Academy.

“I’m not opposed to coming by one day, but for now, I have to get answers from my world,” Orodan said. “I have remaining matters to settle before I can come by. And I have… debts to pay.”

Said debts being his enmity with that many-armed God which had smote Zaessythra at the end of the last long loop. Orodan had not forgotten, and he would not forgive.

A whirring of machinery and the hum of energy interjected.

“Yes, W78, I also plan to visit your world,” Orodan added. “Unlike the vampire and that Devil King, you two have been somewhat more pleasant.”

“I am pleased to hear that, Orodan Wainwright,” she replied. “I am Jian Yixia. Lute Transcendent of the Eternal Melody Sect of Xian. My little brother, Jian Song, is a Sword Transcendent, and although his path has taken him elsewhere in noble service to our world as a World Guardian, our love for family still remains strong. Our eldest brother, the emperor, truly does wish to see you. But we can wait if you have affairs to settle. In fact… given the chaos here, that might be for the best. These are not our territories, and the overlords may come by if too much more commotion is caused.”

“The Hegemony…” Orodan growled. “What do you know about them?”

“Only the surface-level knowledge that most have. That they are the overlords of these star systems which your world is a part of,” she explained. “But the enmity within your tone is unmistakable. I will say no more lest you pursue a course of action likely to lead to death.”

His hand clenched around his sword. He wanted to beat the answer out of her, to demand she speak. Except… that would have solved nothing and been wrong. Not when she’d approached with more cordiality than some of his other pursuers.

“I will find them, and I will kill them. Particularly the one known as Astalavar, a many-armed divinity,” Orodan promised, and from the brief flash in her eyes, he could tell she at least knew of that God too.

“I will not counsel you on what to do, Orodan Wainwright. Nor will I attempt to stop you. But if that truly is your goal, then why not consider coming with us? We could teach you much, prepare you with treasures, teachings, and more. Of course, that can come after you have settled your affairs,” she calmly stated. “Come, Song, we are leaving.”

“That’s it? No kidnapping attempt? No strong-arming?” Orodan asked.

“While my little brother might’ve considered the option, I prefer to respect the agency of others. Better we remain on good terms with you; easier to have you willingly come to our lands than engage in the silly theatrics of abduction,” Jian Yixia said. “As a parting gift, I shall even help shroud your world from further detection and any pursuers returning. We will visit again in six months. Do you think you’ll have wrapped up your affairs by then?”

“That should be more than enough,” Orodan replied. It would have to be.

“Being: Orodan Wainwright. Classification: Friend,” W78 intoned. “Directive: Cancelled. Request: Visit World X2 and meet friend again.”

“Of course!” Orodan replied. Of all the people who’d descended upon his head, this friendly machine, powerful as it was, simply stood around and protected him, wanting to be his friend. How could he not at least pay it a visit down the line?

For now, he’d done it. He’d escaped the fifteen minutes of doom. And in future loops, he felt confident he could at least survive to the point that the more aggressive pursuers from Narictus and the First Hell would feel it not worth the effort. And as for Devil King Gutriyaz, Orodan was confident that since he could survive the Transcendent devil’s strongest attacks, he could at least draw it into a battle of attrition where its only options would be retreat or death.

He couldn’t outright beat a Transcendent yet, but he might at least be able to force a stalemate.

No matter how strong the opponents he faced or how high up the cosmic hierarchy he climbed, his foes would always have to respect Orodan’s endless power generation and his Warrior’s Reciprocity.

His eyes went to the Void Horror who’d been hiding in a distant chunk of the destroyed moon.

It was time for answers.
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“The world does not approve of this, Orodan Wainwright,” the Void Horror said. “Step past this threshold, and multiple guardians of the second gate will be roused and dispatched to face you. I too will be forced to act, and even though you’ve proven your strength against me and greater foes… there are four of us and a core guardian you will have to face.”

“I have a hunch that the core guardian won’t be an issue,” Orodan replied. “If I’m right, I’m a good counter for it.”

The abyssal depths and the first gate were a familiar sight to him. However, the last time he set foot here, he hadn’t intended on returning for fear of causing far too much collateral damage in battle against whatever was sent against him.

Now of course, he could best the Void Horror, and his toolset was expanded. In fact, Orodan wasn’t here seeking a fight. Battling guardians as powerful as the Void Horror sounded fun, but the destruction wreaked upon the civilization past the world gate would be immense, and Orodan had nothing against the monsters within who were simply living their lives and minding their business.

But he did have a bone to pick with Alastaia for all the headaches it’d been causing him.

He set foot past the first gate, and an expected message came through.

[First World Gate Crossed - Alastaia]

[Warning - You have become the target of a Quest]

[Quest Subject → The Descending Intruder - Defeat Orodan Wainwright, Delver of the first World Gate, protect the World Core of Alastaia]

As expected, and the Void Horror reluctantly raised its hands in preparation for battle as it charged Orodan…

…only to walk right into a Spatial Fold which sent it many miles away. It barely provided any resistance.

Yes, it was unfair. And it rankled every bit of Orodan’s pride, but for once, he was sending enemies away in order to avoid massive collateral destruction. He could defeat them, but that wasn’t the point. The answers he sought were.

A gigantic earthworm, slightly weaker than the Void Horror, charged down the thousand-mile-wide hallway next, and it too was whisked away to the ocean.

It was only then that the remaining two world gate guardians caught on and stopped trying to wantonly charge him.

“Wait! He’s teleporting us away from the field of battle! Keep a distance!” roared a giant floating octopus of sorts.

“I see you, intruder! You will not pass as long as my sight holds true!” hissed a gigantic floating mass of flesh, with a mouth, a giant eye in the middle, and numerous smaller eyes at the ends of extended tentacles. It beheld him with its main eye, hatred within.

“I seek answers from Alastaia, you won’t stop me,” Orodan declared as he continued his advance.

The civilization past the first gate was shockingly similar in many aspects to human civilization upon Inuan. Monsters gathered, they frolicked, and even the young of these monster species were wandering around and engaging in play.

Of course, the intrusion of Orodan had brought a halt to all of that and caused them to flee for their lives for fear of the destruction.

Strangely enough, he recognized almost none of the species as being natives of Alastaia, on the surface at least.

He saw young Void Horrors, juvenile octopi which were younger versions of the guardian he faced, and various otherworldly creatures. Including psionic centipedes and some True Vampires.

The octopi fired numerous beams of energy at him, and Orodan was forced to use Spatial Fold multiple times to avoid destruction of the innocent creatures who were mere spectators.

“Does the world not care about your dwellings? Why do you attack when you can see I have no interest in fighting you?” Orodan asked.

“Silence, invader! You are the one who trespasses upon our home! Rejected from our homeworlds, we’ve finally found solace in the bosom of Alastaia, and you would threaten our sanctuary?” the guardian with the many eyes said as psionic torrents assaulted Orodan. “The deaths of our people will be on your hands!”

Orodan couldn’t even deny the accusation. Which was why he intended to allow no deaths whatsoever.

The remaining gate guardians were smart, remaining as far away as possible while casting ranged attacks. Unfortunately for them, Orodan was redirecting all of the octopi’s ranged attacks through spatiomancy, and the many-eyed guardian’s mental and soul assaults were of negligible effect upon him. His Psionic Resistance and soul prowess too high.

Thirty minutes of battle passed as Orodan kept traveling down the gigantic hallway, at the end of which was another world gate. The structure was quite similar to the depths of the moon, or the fallen Vylrystia. A grand hallway which led to the world core.

Nearer to the end point, the traces of civilization began to die down, and Orodan increased his speed, no longer needing to tread with care in order to prevent innocent casualties from the ranged attacks of the octopi.

“Cease! You will face naught but death within the world core! The core guardian will be your end!” the many-eyed one declared in rage.

Yet, Orodan cared not. Even as countless attacks rained down on him, he smashed the second world gate to smithereens and almost flew past it.

[Second World Gate Crossed - Alastaia]

No Quest Subject warning appeared. Whatever Alastaia was sending at him, was already the limit of what it could muster.

He turned a corner, and before him, just like on the moon…

…a gigantic sphere.

Covered in glowing System glyphs and symbols, fully powered and unlike the shattered one of Vylrystia, this was a fully functioning world core.

Alastaia’s world core.

And of particular note, was the almost spear-like pillar impaled into one side of it. The pillar extended out of the core room, and Orodan sensed it went farther beyond to the surface.

He recognized the Divine Tower right away. It truly did go as deep as the world core. This then, was its bottom point.

“Invader… Orodan Wainwright… why?”

A voice which caused the very core of his soul to vibrate in resonance. Alastaia itself, a being closely connected to the System.

It was a small… bat?

Yes, it was definitely a bat. The size of his hand perhaps, but his sharp eyes could make out the fact that it was perched atop the world core, almost absorbed into it. Its eyes were white and pupil-less, although it wasn’t exactly maddened.

And Orodan’s confidence in facing a core guardian had been correct. It was covered in the tell-tale grayish-purple veins of Eldritch. His resistance skills and Celestial skill would give him the advantage against this foe.

“Why? You send your goon after me to drag me down into the world core, and now you’re unhappy that I’m here?” Orodan asked. “You make no sense, perhaps I need to beat some into you.”

“Death… Core Guardian… beyond you…”

His weapons were drawn, and he smiled.

“There’s no civilization this deep in the core, so how about we put that to the test,” Orodan said, elated at the chance to finally cut loose.

The octopi shot soul energy powered elemental beams at him, and the many-eyed guardian launched continuous psionic and soul assaults. However, these were both spellcaster type combatants, and Orodan was the bane of this sort of foe. Their assaults were ignored, and Warrior’s Reciprocity began firing back, forcing them to moderate their damage output lest they kill themselves by attacking him.

The bat, on the other hand, would’ve been a serious problem. It was a Transcendent, and its small size was a comical contrast with how monstrously fast and lethal it was. It flitted about the core chamber with such speed and unpredictability that Orodan would’ve died many times over…

…if he didn’t have Eldritch Resistance.

“Heh… not so tough when your strongest weapon is neutered, huh?” Orodan taunted, weathering the assault. It was damaging, yes, but with a skill capable of rendering most of an Eldritch-based attack useless, he could punch far above his weight in this particular fight.

“Impossibility… Orodan Wainwright… never fought Eldritch…”

“So, you have been watching me, or at least, for this loop,” Orodan said. “I need answers, what’s the Divine Tower? How does it know about me? And for that matter, why me? The ancient machine under Mount Castarian, why did you give me a Quest for it?”

“Not known… even to us you are… an anomaly.”

Us? That sounded suspiciously similar to a certain Avatar descending in six months.

It made no sense, and Orodan would need to end this conflict to get some proper answers.

During one of its many passes, the bat barreled into Orodan’s chest, and it was then he grappled it to the ground even as it drilled inside of him, doubtlessly seeking to corrupt him.

Whispers of the truth were turned away almost casually with how high his Eldritch Resistance was, and the bat was grasped by two hands. It also had incredibly high Physical Fitness, likely at the Grandmaster-level, given how strong it was. But it was still a small bat the size of his hand, and his Physical Fitness and Body Tempering ensured that his skill levels counted for more than its did.

Domain of Perfect Cleaning shot out, and it was time to cleanse the Eldritch from the core guardian.

“Cease immediately… we will… answer.”

Too little, too late. Orodan cared not for its pathetic attempts at surrender now. They could talk once all his foes were battered into submission.

The core guardian was strong, and the Eldritch corrupting it was deeper than the kind that infested the Eldritch Avatar. Furthermore, it didn’t resist it either. All this made Orodan’s job of purifying it much harder.

But, with his current skill levels and titles, not impossible.

A shriek of defiance erupted from the bat’s mouth. Even as numerous attacks from the other two gate guardians struck him, Orodan refused to relent. This bat would be cleaned.

Domain of Perfect Cleaning reached deep into every cell of its body, into its very soul core… and all of Orodan’s energy was poured into the effort.

Like prying a mountain up from the ground and separating it from the earth, progress was slow. But it came all the same.

Purplish-gray veins began to recede, the Eldritch resisted, then faltered, and the white pupil-less eyes of the bat began returning to their normal color.

The ‘truth’ wasn’t as infallible as the Eldritch Avatar made it seem. And Orodan needed answers as to why Alastaia also utilized Eldritch power.

With a final burst of effort, it was done. And a rather adorable little bat laid within his hands.

[Domain of Perfect Cleaning 73 → Domain of Perfect Cleaning 74]

“Alastaia… is my service at last ended? Can I return to my people?” it asked.

“Apologies, but your employer has run afoul of trouble,” Orodan answered as he got up and made way for the now undefended world core.

The bat was strong, nearly as strong as Jian Song. And if all core guardians were Transcendents corrupted by the Eldritch energies of a world, it would be a powerful deterrent for any would-be invaders.

With Eldritch Resistance, the world core of Alastaia was now ripe for his plunder.

Vision of Purity told him that Eldritch energies ran throughout it… but it wasn’t filthy. If anything, the Eldritch running through the world core was almost natural, in harmony. Although he could sense the quality of it degrading ever so slightly at the most minute of rates.

The bat was almost insensate, and the other two gate guardians looked stricken with fear, unwilling to act.

Strange, they were usually loyal to the point of being willing to die to carry out the world’s commands.

And as Orodan placed both hands upon the world core of Alastaia, he found out why…

…because Alastaia had ordered them to stay back and allow him to grasp the core.

[Eldritch Resistance 54 → Eldritch Resistance 60]

It was more Eldritch energy than he’d ever felt from anything in his life. The Eldritch Avatar and the three divinities empowering it? Pathetic.

This was the core of an entire world, and it drew Eldritch power from someplace beyond even Orodan’s perception.

Madness threatened to overwhelm his mind, and all he saw were numbers, System glyphs, and symbols, and the whisperings of a horrible truth. That there was a great wrong somewhere… that everything began and ended with Eldritch. That a horrid corruption existed at the source of it all, and that it would spread eventually, corrupting everything.

The will of an entire planet threatened his mind. Even the wills of the Eldritch divinities and the three Gods who tried possessing him in the past, were nothing in comparison. His own mind, his own will, it felt as though it wouldn’t be up to this task.

And then…

…Orodan’s eyes steeled, and he remembered who he was.

His orifices leaked blood, his soul burned hot, and the very will of the world was told a simple word.

“No.”

“Impossibility… mortal willpower cannot… to overcome the will of a world… to overcome us…”

“Gods, Eldritch, and now the will of an entire world… I refuse to be found lacking!” Orodan roared, and his very skin and muscles ruptured from the sheer mental strain as his willpower continued to rage.

[Eternal Soul Reactor 92 → Eternal Soul Reactor 93]

His body was reduced to a handful of cells as his soul produced ludicrous amounts of energy.

“Slay him… now, while weakened…”

That was bad news. The two gate guardians who he’d ignored in favor of focusing on the world core, were now rearing to assault him during a vulnerable moment.

Ordinarily, he could ignore the many-eyed one and recover from the octopi’s beams. But when reduced to a handful of cells?

This loop looked to be over.

Which was when a familiar Void Horror he’d battled on the moon decided to enter the core chamber and stand in-between the attacks meant for him.

“Orodan Wainwright! You must hold on!” it declared, and he was shocked that it would openly betray Alastaia in such a manner. “Your ability to cleanse the Eldritch taint… I ask you use it on my brother when he descends.”

Orodan would, and he wouldn’t forget this favor.

The moment of critical defense the Void Horror had given him was worth everything.

“Traitorous… to betray the hand that provides… we shall exact retribution…”

Its outrage at the betrayal was short-lived, as Orodan fired outward with Domain of Perfect Cleaning and began targeting the Eldritch energies running through the world core.

At first, it resisted. It was a truly titanic amount, and then… it fought back, the endless capacity of a world itself rising against him.

Orodan could outlast it… eventually. Although it might take years. He needed something right now, and that was when those stupid texts Alovardo insisted he read out of order came to mind.

He had no idea what the hells Psionic magic was. His foundations were entirely askew, his theoretical knowledge spotty.

But what he did have, devoid of any baggage of what was or wasn’t possible… was the very basic theory of how mental assaults worked. And it was this pure theory of mental assault that he guided into being with his soul energy.

[New Skill (Rare) → Psionic Assault 36]

And as soon as it came into being… Orodan had long conceptualized the idea of cleaning not just the soul, but the very mind. The next message that came was incredibly natural, his talent in Cleaning was simply too high for it to be an obstacle.

[Skill Absorption - Psionic Assault 36 → Domain of Perfect Cleaning 74]

And Orodan learned just how grotesquely powerful a Celestial skill was as the previously level 36 Psionic Assault jumped in power, to the skill level of Domain of Perfect Cleaning, at 74.

With this boost, he pushed and assaulted the very consciousness of Alastaia itself, ordering… demanding that it cease producing Eldritch energies.

And against all odds, even as it roared in attempted defiance, it complied. And all went silent.

The Eldritch ceased its production, the world core was purged entirely, and a pathway to the very heart of the world core was opened up. Inside was the representation of Alastaia itself.

Within…

…a glowing crown with System glyphs which Orodan’s hand seized.

The world went silent, reality, time, and space trembled… and a message came before him.

[World Conquered - Alastaia]

[New Title → World Conqueror]

This was…

[New Functions Unlocked]

[World Invasion]

[World Energy Distribution]

“What in the hells…” Orodan thought to himself.

A way of invading other worlds? A method of re-distributing world energy? Did that mean he could turn the energy well at Anthus defunct? Or even create a new energy well altogether?

The crown and its startling new functions aside… there was one other thing which drew his attention.

The base of the Divine Tower, which remained stationary, penetrating into the world core. He felt an odd connection to it, as though something beckoned him to touch it.

And as he did, time, space, and the very fabric of everything around him temporarily froze. And Orodan could have sworn he briefly saw the image of some hooded figure in his vision wielding a hammer and… orb? Its ruby red eyes staring into his own, focus upon its face.

And then… from within his very soul, something shifted. It definitely hadn’t come from outside, but from within.

[Checkpoint System Activated – Administrator Access Only]


Chapter 3
Settling Debts


Orodan fell to a knee, grasping his chest as an exceedingly unwelcome sensation overtook him.

Any thoughts on who that odd being had been were put to the side as he furiously scanned his own soul for any differences.

Nothing. None that he could see. And yet… he knew something was just slightly different. His paranoia would not rest until the matter was resolved.

He sharply looked all around the room. The core guardian—the Transcendent-level bat he’d purified—appeared clueless. As did the remaining gate guardians within the chamber.

Which left only one being. Though thinking of it as a being when he was within its very bosom and it was all around him was a bit of a misnomer.

The crown held in his hands gave him a connection to the planet, and he instinctively felt he could call upon Alastaia.

The spirit of the world itself, Alastaia, was an omnipresent feeling throughout the entirety of the core chamber and beyond. In fact, only now, standing within the heart of the world itself, did he recognize that Alastaia’s will and presence was ever-watchful. His battle upon the moon? His activities beforehand in this loop? The world had seen it all and knew of everything going on upon its surface and within. It had to, if it was capable of granting Quests the moment something went wrong.

It was his first time encountering and speaking to the will of the world itself. The thing which granted him Quests and in turn made him the subject of them too. The source of much of his guidance and in turn the source of much of his recent annoyances.

And his first question was the natural one.

“What have you done with my soul?”

“World Conqueror. Sovereign of this world, holder of our absolute loyalty. We have not done anything to your soul. That structure you touched was given unto us, long ago when we were in our infancy, forming and coming into being after the great separation from our parent star.”

Its voice was harmonious, as though multiple people were speaking at once. Yet focusing upon each voice only confirmed it was no human, just an approximation of one. It was as though life itself spoke. The gestalt consciousness of an entire world. For Orodan, who was used to dealing with monsters and people who had singular personhood, this was a being most alien indeed.

What’s more, its logic made sense. The vision and message of this checkpoint system had only come about after he’d touched the very base of the Divine Tower impaled into Alastaia’s world core. And if the world was claiming that it had been there since its early days… then just who the hells was responsible for the time loops?

And what was this checkpoint system? He had no clue on how to activate it. What was an Administrator?

He only had more questions and no answers.

“Well, this is strange… speaking to an actual world. I apologize for my pointed tone, but a lot has occurred, and I am no closer to understanding any of it. Let us start over,” Orodan said, and the ever-present hum of the world’s will became louder, almost harmonious, in agreement. “I am Orodan Wainwright. Messy business earlier, but now that you’ve been cleansed, how are you feeling?”

“Our mind is cleared, Orodan Wainwright,” it answered in a far more harmonious tone than it had during their battle. It spoke in full sentences too, displaying clarity of thought. Not like earlier where it sounded like its mind was being dragged through the mud. “We think with clarity once more in an eon, you have our gratitude, and our fealty, World Conqueror of Alastaia.”

Fealty… the proclamation was a powerful one. He was a World Conqueror now.

Orodan knew of two beings with that title. Zaessythra, and the imitation of the Arch-Devil he’d fought in the Divine Tower. Perhaps the Devil King he fought on the moon too, but he hadn’t had the chance to use Identify upon it.

But dominion over an entire world? What was he even meant to do with such a thing? Raise energy wells everywhere? Hold sham courts to bring petty thieves to justice? Wear this silly crown atop his head? All those ideas sounded ridiculous to him.

“This is a lot to unpack. How about we start with why you decided to send the Void Horror to abduct me?” he asked while pointing over his shoulder at the gate guardian who sat peacefully cross-legged; the tension of combat having left it. “I understand getting rid of me to avoid the descent of otherworlders upon Alastaia, hells, I’d even understand if you decided to throw me at the sun and hope they’d avoid the planet. In fact, I can even appreciate the attempts to kill me, that’s just a good time. But did you really have to try burrowing up into Ogdenborough in the midst of hundreds of innocent civilians?”

“We can only offer apologies and make amends, World Conqueror,” Alastaia spoke. ”For too long have we faced incursions from the Eldritch and otherworldly invaders. With only six months remaining before the descent of calamity, we sought a champion, and failing that… the elimination of undue attention which might disrupt the balance of power. Were the otherworlders to descend and slay critical defenders of note, our world might fall to the descending Eldritch.”

Fair enough. He wasn’t going to hold hard feelings over what was a calculated decision on Alastaia’s end. The Void Horror was merely following orders to ensure the survival of its own world as well, and at no point would he say it held a malicious attitude. And speaking of the Void Horror…

“And him… you aren’t mad at the Void Horror for betraying you?” Orodan asked Alastaia. “Much as I appreciate his timely intervention, I do need to know that there won’t be problems between the two of you. I owe him for stepping in, and if you intend to exact vengeance on him… it shall have to go through me first.”

If he needed to give the world core a beating to protect the Void Horror, he would.

“Bearer of the crown, you command our loyalties now, in wielding the symbol of authority forged by the System itself, we would not act against you,” the world spoke. “We could not. It is a contract of fealty ordained by the System itself.”

“But would you act against my friend here who dared to help me in a critical moment?”

“Orodan Wainwright, unlike gate guardians, the world itself is much more constrained in what it can do,” the Void Horror spoke up. “Gate guardians and even core guardians can rebel to an extent, albeit at risk of being cut off from the bountiful world energy we enjoy. Worlds, however, must obey the bearer of the System’s authority once a World Ruler has emerged.”

“Even without such restrictions, we would not act against the wayward guardian whose intentions were pure,” Alastaia spoke. ”For too long have our thoughts been a muddled dream, driven by the ever-growing descent into madness as the great wound grows and the Eldritch spreads. We would not bear vengeance against one who aided in our liberation.”

As good an answer as any, and one that put him at ease. Last thing he wanted was to turn around and have Alastaia somehow harm the Void Horror who’d helped him.

“Orodan Wainwright, before you seek any further answers, I must know your intentions,” the Void Horror interjected. “What do you intend to do with us gate guardians? What do you intend to do with the families and descendants of ours who have faithfully served Alastaia all this time? We mean you no harm and can relocate elsewhere⁠—”

“None of that will be necessary,” Orodan interrupted. “You can remain and live your lives as you always have. Why would I interrupt that? Hells, I even made sure to avoid any collateral damage. Which is more than can be said when those two were hurling magic at me like nobles throwing coins at an urchin.”

The octopi and many-eyed guardian at least had the decency to look away in shame.

“Truly? If so, you have my gratitude and respect,” the Void Horror said. “World Conquerors often supplant or commit genocide upon the existing beings past the world gates; usually in the hopes of placing their favored races in beneficial positions where they can access the plentiful world energy.”

“Well, I have no interest in doing that,” Orodan replied. “Live your lives and be happy.”

“We shall loyally guard the core for⁠—”

“No, I mean live your lives and do whatever you want,” Orodan interrupted, causing it to flinch in confusion. “Why would I want a guard for the world gates? I mean, certainly, you should protect yourselves and your settlements. But if anyone threatens the world core, I’ll crush them myself. I fight my own battles, although I’ll remember the aid you’ve given me today.”

Ever since Adeltaj had given his life for him, Orodan despised the thought of anyone else fighting on his behalf. Adding Zaessythra and Vespidia’s sacrifices to that? Nobody would die for him again, if he could help it. Not again, never again.

“Then, do you wish for us to man the world gates at least?” the Void Horror asked.

“No, I want you to do whatever you want,” Orodan said, and then channeled energy into the crown. “Consider this a direct order. You don’t need to guard any gates or protect the core on my behalf. Live your lives, do whatever makes you happy. Whether it’s spending time with your loved ones and descendants or traveling the world and seeing the sights. Just don’t cause too much of a ruckus or kill innocent folks.”

“World Conqueror…” the Void Horror muttered, looking like a wounded puppy. “Do you truly wish for us to leave your service? Where shall we go?”

“No… no! You can stay exactly where you are, just live your lives freely and do as you wish. Me saying you can live freely does not mean I’m evicting you from your homes,” Orodan said.

“I see… a warrior through and through who will allow none other to steal his glory. I believe I have a better understanding of your character now,” the Void Horror muttered. “Then, are we truly to be allowed onto the surface for the first time?”

“Why not?” Orodan asked, and then thought better of it. He turned to the world core. “Is there any particular reason you keep the gate guardians and the powerful beings past the world gate locked inside?”

“Too much power upon our surface can draw problematic gazes from across the cosmos,” Alastaia answered. ”But with a World Conqueror like you defending us…”

“Well, I can’t guarantee I’ll defeat all comers,” Orodan replied. Yes, he was likely the most powerful defender the world had now. Both its conqueror and guardian. But that didn’t mean he was arrogant enough to believe he could kill everyone. At least without the time loops. Devil King Gutriyaz could simply destroy the planet and ignore Orodan, and he couldn’t be everywhere. “But I’ll take them on all the same.”

“And we could not ask more,” Alastaia said. “We shall balance the ventures to the surface, alleviating much of the risk. As our ruler and defender, you need not be concerned. Your ambitions are grander and we would not constrain you.”

They ironed out a few more details, mainly pertaining to which people they might contact upon the surface if they needed to reach him before moving onto the real topic.

The Eldritch.

“Alright, it’s time for the truth to come out. Why were you corrupted by the Eldritch? What is it exactly, and what does the Divine Tower have to do with all this?”

“World Conqueror, let us begin on fresh footing,” the world spoke. “We are Alastaia, the world you hold dominion over. For over an eon, we have existed, formed from the breakaway portions of a dying star, given sentience over time, and then sapience as life began to thrive and the resultant world energy eventually formed into a core.”

“Yet, your world core and the crown I hold clearly bear System glyphs, so it must be involved in some way,” Orodan said, pointing to the glowing object in his hands. “Did the System create you, or did it intervene after a certain point?”

“Intervention, once we attained awareness,” Alastaia answered. “All worlds which form cores are subject to the categorization and authority of the System. To reject this, is destruction.”

“Fair enough, and the crown… This is quite similar to the Eldritch crown wielded by the first emperor of Novarria. What’s the relation between them?”

“It belonged to the former ruler of our sibling world, Vylrystia, destroyed by foes beyond reckoning,” it replied. “Without a world core, the crown is but an inert object. Still powerful, capable of accommodating much energy, but the sacred symbols of the System vanish without the connection to the core.”

That explained why it looked shockingly similar to the crown of Balastion Novar, with the exception of the presence of actual System glyphs glowing on its surface.

“Alright, I think I understand that, but let’s move onto the Eldritch. Why were you corrupted by it, what relation does the Eldritch have to worlds, and the Eldritch Avatar and divinities that possess it?” Orodan asked. “Clearly there is corruptive and non-corruptive Eldritch. There’s even a Psionic Grandmaster on the surface corrupted by it yet shows no visual signs. He has a few screws loose but hasn’t become maddened.”

“The Eldritch has existed since before our memory,” it spoke. “The System itself has… a maddening effect. Mortals and even Gods are spared most of it, but worlds like us which channel enormous amounts of world energy and have access to the System’s power and truth, over time we face the maddening, the foul rot which begins to form over many millions of years. This rot is the Eldritch. Whether it comes from the System itself or someplace beyond, we know not. It is the fate of all worlds, especially those without a World Sovereign, to eventually fall to the maddening.”

The System itself was tied to the Eldritch then? This mystery only got deeper, and Orodan was left with more questions than answers.

“The Eldritch Avatar and the Gods empowering it then, what are they and why do they corrupt, whereas you do not?”

“We had begun to lose our clarity of thought when you found and purged the Eldritch. However, when a world does not have a suitable ruler for long enough… or worse, the conqueror cannot purge the Eldritch, the very world itself becomes corrupted, maddened,” Alastaia explained. “The very ground and land, the air, and the beings upon its surface can become corrupted. And even the Gods of that world can face the maddening if careless. The foe which descends in six months is empowered by three such corrupted Gods.”

“Then, there’s a corrupted world that the Eldritch Avatar hails from? Perhaps it could be purged…”

“We have long sought its location, and despite our eldest brother’s attempts to scry its location with light and his burning champions… it eludes us still,” Alastaia answered. “It would also be an exceedingly dangerous endeavor, for a world which has corrupted Gods under its purview will doubtlessly be well-defended with numerous champions and armies.”

“A fight is the last thing I’m concerned about,” Orodan said. “But what’s this about an eldest brother?”

“He who provides the light of day.”

Which could only be…

“The sun! No wonder I kept getting killed…” Orodan muttered.

He shouldn’t have been surprised that the sun itself possessed a consciousness, and perhaps even a world core of its own. From what Alastaia explained, all worlds that formed cores came under the System’s purview. Naturally, the sun, which astronomers projected was the oldest body in the solar system, would fall under that category.

Whether the sun itself lashed out to slay him or sent one of its champions, Orodan knew that it was a prickly and unfriendly thing.

“Anyhow, let us return to the matter at hand. I’ve learned a great many things today,” Orodan said as his hand came up to his chin, deep in thought. “The Eldritch comes from the System, and the Avatar which faces us is corrupted by a fallen world?”

“Correct.”

“Then, I think I have my answers on that matter for now,” Orodan said. “Although, the most important matter still remains. The Divine Tower, and how it’s connected to a unique situation of mine.”

“World Conqueror, we must profess that your sudden emergence brings with it many questions. Your identity does not align with your displayed abilities.”

“Well, this will take a while, but allow me to regale you with the tale of a poor militia man in the Republic who got into trouble above his head and died charging against a stronger foe,” Orodan said, and then smiled.

An entire two hours passed as Orodan elaborated everything about the time loops to Alastaia, the Void Horror, the remaining gate guardians, and the former core guardian. The little bat had even taken to perching upon his shoulder as he spoke.

They listened with rapt attention, with Alastaia and the Void Horror periodically asking questions. The Void Horror seemed to appreciate Orodan’s leniency and mercy toward innocents throughout his loops, and Alastaia was rather flummoxed with his endless willpower and ability to best Gods and even the Eldritch divinities in a contest of will.

“…Which is when I finally managed to survive Devil King Gutriyaz’s hellfire. The cultivators arrived and sent him running, we spoke, and then I decided to make my way down here for some answers,” Orodan finished. “The rest involves the scuffle we had and my subsequent gaining of the World Conqueror title.”

“Incredible… The explanation for why we had no recollection of bestowing those two Quests finally reveals itself,” Alastaia hummed, its multiple voices resounding with harmonious understanding.

“Not only that… but, World Conqueror, you say you were but seventeen years of age when this entire loop began?” the Void Horror asked, looking down into his eyes.

“Yes, my Status still lists me as being seventeen years old,” Orodan said.

Although, who knew if Harmony of Vitality would interfere with his age? True Vampires and certain immortals reportedly had the same value in their age on their Status. Perhaps he might face the same issue given each cell was being periodically recycled to prime condition every instant.

But his answer caused the Void Horror’s eyes to widen.

“Then… the pulse! Alastaia! He might really be⁠—”

“Yes, he truly might be the reason for it…” the world’s will hummed, deep thought evident in its numerous voices. “Orodan Wainwright, the reason our guardian is taken so aback, is because of the pylon itself. What you refer to as the Divine Tower, is in fact a pylon sent by the System. Sometime, an eon ago, during our infancy, it was thrown unto the earth and caused great cataclysm as it pierced our core and attached itself. We do not know of its purpose, and even our eldest brother has heard naught of such things in the wider universe.”

“Yet, I sense it’s very important,” Orodan said.

“Quite so. Years ago, the pylon pulsed rather madly, and the power of the System erupted from it, channelling into our core and taking control over certain key functions,” the world explained. “The interference was not overmuch… minor, merely the nudging of a single symbol. Yet when we attempted to bestow the Quest unto High-Burgher Sarvaan Ilsuan Arslan of the Republic today, to stop the ancient machine under Mount Castarian… the Quest was instead bestowed unto an unknown recipient.”

It was bestowed onto Orodan Wainwright.

No wonder him receiving a Quest felt so out of the ordinary. He was but a mere militia man of Volarbury County, in the poorest town of the Republic. Why would the world have ever bestowed any Quests to Orodan Wainwright? The recipient was meant to be the High-Burgher Sarvaan Ilsuan Arslan, a powerful Master-level warrior.

He now knew why. The pylon, something sent by the System itself.

“And… just when, when did the pylon pulse?” Orodan asked, although he had deduced the answer already.

“Seventeen years ago.”

On the day of his birth, or at least near enough to it that it was impossible for it to be a coincidence.

Was this… ordained? Was he meant to be in these time loops from his very birth? And did he only get drawn into it them on the day of his death? This revelation only brought more questions for Orodan. What did the cause of this time loop want from him? Why Orodan Wainwright? Who was responsible for sending the System’s pylon to Alastaia and then using it to wrest control of the world’s Quest-giving ability for a single moment? And who the hells was that hooded figure with hammer and orb?

More and more was he beginning to suspect that the figure in his brief vision was related to his life’s circumstances.

A part of him missed the simplicity of the days where his only concern was the descending Eldritch Avatar.

Still, dwelling on the nature of the time loops could come later. Doubtlessly, he would find more answers throughout the cosmos, by venturing to the other worlds and asking the ancient beings upon them. After all, in the last long loop when he’d purged the Eldritch Avatar, those hostile Gods had paused near the very end.

One of them even appeared to recognize that he was a time looper. Which begged the question… were there more like him out there?

But his pondering was interrupted as a familiar True Vampire barged into the chamber. It was one of the gate guardians he’d fought a while back during his descent into the abyssal depths.

“Is it true! The blood curse can be cleansed?” the vampire asked frantically.

“Aherozam! How dare you enter the core chamber when the World Conqueror is⁠—”

“It’s fine, let him speak. I appreciate your zeal, but I’m not your ruler, and neither do I need anyone to protect me,” Orodan interjected, calming the Void Horror. “Aherozam, was it? Yes, I cleansed the taint of vampirism from the True Vampire sent to capture me. I believe his werewolf subordinate took him back to Narictus, so they’ll have quite the story to tell, I’m sure.”

“You are… you must be Orodan Wainwright,” the True Vampire said, and then dropped to its knees in supplication. “World Conqueror, my blood and the world energy I subsist off of bid me serve you. Please… allow your subject to ask of you one favor, cleanse this foul taint from my being. Do to me what you did to the tyrant, Ragamul.”

This was the True Vampire Orodan had bested during his loops delving into the abyss when attempting to find the first gate. Orodan remembered well how it refused to use any form of blood arts during the entire fight, and when he used Absolute Soul Dominion against it, he saw a scene of ruin, a nation destroyed, and the True Vampire standing above the broken body of a woman it loved, who was an Avatar.

“I’m not your ruler. Rise,” Orodan said as he put his hands around its shoulders and bade it stand. “I have no problem helping you, but are you sure about this? You’ll become weaker, at least for a while until you acclimatize to the lack of blood arts and the taint naturally strengthening your body.”

“I have already rejected the blood within. I have neither supped on nor utilized the foul power of innocent blood for almost a hundred thousand years,” Aherozam replied. “I too am from Narictus; exiled for daring to reject the power of the curse after…”

The vampire’s voice broke, and it carried both grief and frustration.

“…After I was forced to take the life of my own wife during the Midnight Court’s war against the opposing Gods of my homeworld,” he finished. “My wife was an Avatar on the enemy side, but it needn’t have come to outright death if not for the damned ability of the elders to control the taint within and amplify our bloodlust. I beg of you, please rid me of the curse of vampirism.”

This was one of the main reasons he sought strength. Not just to break things and fight everyone—though that was his prime motivation—but to mend and fix what was broken.

“Very well, I’ll help anyone who asks, and you’ve thought long about the implications,” Orodan said, laying a hand upon the True Vampire’s shoulder. “Since you aren’t resisting it and in fact want the change to occur, it will be easier. Focus on the idea, the concept of being free of vampirism. Imagine your ideal self, without the curse.”

The enemy vampire on the moon could not conceive of a life without the foul bloodsucker’s curse. It had been miserably weakened and possibly near-death as a result. Orodan had a hunch that this one would be more than a little different.

Orodan’s eyes began glowing as terrifying amounts of soul energy were gathered. The Void Horror and remaining gate guardians actually took a few steps backward. And then…

…Domain of Perfect Cleaning enveloped Aherozam the Blood Rejecter.

Unlike when he cleansed Ragamul, the True Vampire from Narictus, this time there was no pain or struggle from his target. In fact…

“Strange… I feel liberated, lighter,” the vampire said. Or rather, the human said. Gray skin was now pale with a healthy hue. Fingers ended in nails and not claws, the back was plain and lacking in wings, and the mouth was not full of razor-sharp blades but instead full of teeth much like Orodan’s own. Perhaps even a little straighter since the True Vampire hadn’t taken as many beatings as he had growing up.

Aherozam the Blood Rejecter couldn’t be called a vampire any longer. This was a man now.

“Where is this weakness I’m meant to feel? Are you sure it’s been done correctly?” he asked.

“This is… certainly a better outcome than I expected,” Orodan remarked. “You must’ve had the ideal concept of yourself without vampiric prowess for a while now. The transition is far smoother than I thought it would be.”

“Truly? I… wait… the thirst… the thirst… I no longer feel it!” the man exclaimed in shock. “My hands, my skin, blood flows through me once more! I am unliving no longer!”

“I suppose having red blood flow through the veins must feel better than whatever dark ichor vampires normally have, no?” Orodan asked with a smile.

“It does! Orodan Wainwright, I henceforth swear fealty to your cause! Whatever you ask of me, I⁠—”

“No. I’ve been over this already, but I need no warriors or subordinates, I fight my own battles,” Orodan interrupted. “Live your life and find happiness.”

A few more rounds of pleading and insistence from the former vampire came forth, which were quelled by the Void Horror who already knew of Orodan’s lax approach to having dominion over the world.

The chamber was quiet. The gentle hum of Alastaia’s numerous voices punctuating the silence.

Peace. Peace for the world, and for the downtrodden guardians within it.

But there would be no peace for Orodan. After all, he had many goals ahead of him.

With the pursuing hunters from other worlds driven off, the horizon looked clear for once. And finally, Orodan was free to act and tie up numerous loose ends.

“World Conqueror,” the Void Horror spoke. “What will you do now?”

That was a good question.

Orodan looked at the former True Vampire he’d purified, the Void Horror whose brother he needed to save, and the world core he rescued from its descent into gradual madness. He had done much good already, but there was still more to be done. And Orodan Wainwright had a list of people who he owed debts to, and those he held a grudge against.

He was the World Conqueror of Alastaia now, but that didn’t mean its surface naturally bowed to him. There were many groups and people he needed to deal with.

It was time to repay his debts and set things right. And past that…

…the picture of a many-armed God was clear in his mind.

Vengeance. Not against just that, but against those who wronged him many times before.

For if there was one thing Orodan Wainwright was good at, it was holding a grudge.

[image: ]


Burgher Ignatius Firesword nominally held control over all Volarbury County, but his base of power was truly in Trumbetton, the largest town and center of the county. And it was within Trumbetton that Eldragon Manor was located.

Lady Katareya Eldragon was an Elite-level diviner of the Cathedral of the Prime Five. Her house was considered minor nobility, ascended primarily due to her working for the Cathedral and for the accomplishments of her deceased husband, who used to serve House Firesword as one of its Elite-level retainers, yet died bravely defending one of the House’s caravans during a raid.

The woman was also someone Orodan had an affair with a very long time ago. It was a stupid thing, and he was fully set in the throes of youth and recklessness when that occurred. And while he couldn’t say he held any such feelings toward her any longer, he needed to set a certain thing right and draw some particular divine attention.

“Oi! What’re you doing there? Snooping on Eldragon Manor, are you?” a member of the county militia asked as the man walked up, gripping his sword. Even if a human lacked the instincts monsters possessed, Orodan stood at nearly seven feet tall; his sheer size put regular people on-edge.

“Yes, but for a purpose,” Orodan replied. “Just looking at the lady of the house.”

He didn’t really need visual sight since he had Vision of Purity, and he sensed Katareya within. He was more so surveying the changes that his titanic battle had wrought.

He didn’t like the idea of wearing a crown atop his head, so he wore it like an armband on his upper arm. It was strangely malleable, and the System glyphs upon it glowed as the thing molded to fit his arm. Otherwise, the crown wouldn’t have fit around his rather hefty bicep at all.

The crown of Alastaia he wore allowed him to detect and influence the flows of world energy. It was a strange thing, different from soul energy, mana, or vitality. It felt oddly related to the strange energy that emanated from his soul upon the acquisition of his Celestial skill. He had no use for it, but wearing the crown caused world energy to practically hum to life around him. He got the impression he could dictate when and where energy wells popped up, and even a weakling using the crown could cause calamity by increasing or decreasing the world energy density in certain areas.

“Y-you…! Some sort of degenerate peeping tom are ye’?” the guard exclaimed. “You shan’t be doing any of that around these parts on my watch!”

Orodan sighed. While he had already seen the lady of House Eldragon in various stages of undress, he’d all but forgotten about her and really didn’t see her that way anymore.

The club shattered upon Orodan’s skin, and the militia man stepped back in fright.

“She does seem rather exhausted. I wonder if the Cathedral has her pulling double shifts due to what occurred,” Orodan said as he looked upward at the destroyed remnants of the moon. A result of his battle against the otherworlders. “Say, what’s the word around what happened to the moon?”

The tides had undoubtedly been affected by its destruction, but mages could temporarily keep settlements safe while enchantments and wards were constructed. The bigger issue was the very slow drift of its remnants heading for Alastaia. Massive meteor showers weren’t conducive to life, and Orodan would have to obliterate the pieces entirely for the good of his world.

“Who… who are you? My lord, I apologize if I’ve offended you, I beg mercy!” the militia man said as an amulet around his neck glowed. A natural reaction to seeing his club shatter on Orodan’s arm.

No useful answers would be forthcoming from the guard, so Orodan simply homed in and focused.

He’d spent a day familiarizing himself with the crown before coming back to the surface, and it was now midnight in the Republic. Novus and Lucifreya Eldragon, both of Katareya’s children, were sleeping. And the lady of the house herself was out cold, undoubtedly exhausted from double-duty as the Cathedral looked to its diviners to discover exactly what happened up on the moon.

Nobody involved in that battle upon told the surface world of what transpired. Which meant that unless the Republic had some excellent diviners or esoteric methods, they were in the dark. From their perspective, a terrifying battle occurred upon the celestial body, and it had promptly been destroyed. The Prime Five would be on alert and ready to respond to even the slightest of disturbances after such cataclysmic events.

Which worked just fine for Orodan, as he wanted to draw their attention. In particular, the attention of three wicked Gods he detested.

But the guard had asked a good question. What was he here for? The answer was simple.

“I’m Orodan Wainwright, and I’m here to resurrect the dead and exact vengeance upon the Gods.”

The guard could only stare at him, mouth agape, as Orodan’s eyes began glowing with furious light at the amount of soul energy he was channelling.

Even the patriarch of the Time Wind dragon flight, a triple-Grandmaster dragon with energy reserves and generation of terrifying proportions, would struggle to resurrect someone who’d died thirty minutes ago. Possible, but the power required was on the high end of the scale beyond human reach.

But to reach back into the past and resurrect someone who’d died seven years ago? Even the Gods could not do such a thing as the energy required was simply too great.

Yet even Gods couldn’t compare to the endless power Orodan Wainwright was capable of generating.

Limited only by his body, he began channelling enough soul energy to light the night sky up for dozens of miles, making it appear as though Trumbetton was the sun itself, casting light upon the rest of the county. The light show might’ve even been visible from Novarria.

For Orodan, all this was merely a prelude to attempting the greatest feat of chronomancy he’d attempted to date. To bring back a man who’d been dead for seven years, the deceased husband of Katareya Eldragon.

His body was damaged horribly as his own soul energy wracked it, yet still he persisted and brought it all together, focusing on the rope of time, the connection from the soul of Katareya Eldragon to an incredibly distant soul, her husband’s. And then…

…he pulled the river of time backwards.

His efforts were met with heavy resistance. After all, the further one attempted to pull time backwards, the heavier its weight became. In comparison to the weight of seven whole years of Time Reversal, the reversal of time for everything else he’d done prior was negligible. The pathetic force of Eximus attempting to stop it with his own chronomancy was utterly ignored, too. Even though Orodan admitted Eximus was his better at manipulating time, the God of Time simply couldn’t compete with the vast amounts of energy involved.

Orodan felt offended that the divine dared to even try.

Months reversed, and then years. The body of Katareya’s husband reversed its decomposition with each moment reverted. From dirt to decomposed bones. From rotting flesh to being fresh in the ground. And from there, the moment of death where a soul was yanked through the boundary to the afterlife and returned to its body. And the body was then reverted further and further, until it stood in the courtyard of Eldragon Manor, exactly where the man was just before departing on a fatal mission.

Slowly, the gigantic displacement in the river was completed as time settled into its now altered state.

At last, it was done.
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Two massive jumps in the relevant skills. A feat of chronomancy he doubted anyone else on Alastaia, or even the other worlds, would be capable of. No matter what cosmic horror or overlord he met, Orodan’s energy generation would always be a threat they’d have to respect.

Just not without extensive damage to himself.

His entire body was a molten ruin. A puddle of glowing flesh upon the ground, and even his powerful Harmony of Vitality only barely kept him alive. But he was alive. A sign of how much stronger he’d become now.

Still, he’d succeeded, and with the task done, he recovered to perfect condition within moments.

“Well… this is strange… Wasn’t I just having tea with my great-grandfather?” the man asked, standing in the courtyard of Eldragon Manor. “And in the clothes I wore seven years ago before departing on that wretched escort, no less. You’re the only one nearby, might you share an answer, kind sir?”

He looked at Orodan, confused. Yet before Orodan could answer, the manor’s front door smashed open. Her eyes wide with shock, as though refusing to believe what she was seeing.

“R-ranvus? It… it can’t be… what manner of foul sorcery is this!” she yelled, already charging out of the front doors of Eldragon Manor, flinging multiple bolts of offensive light magic at the newly resurrected man. “I’ll have the inquisitors and Cathedral summoned here! Vile demon! What witchcraft makes you impersonate my late husband?”

To his credit, the man managed to barely dodge the spells, showcasing his worth as an Elite.

“G-good instincts, Kat, my love… still the same violent woman as ever,” he said, and Orodan had to doubt that statement. The Katareya Eldragon he knew wasn’t violent at all, but that just went to show how much the death of someone important could change a person. “It’s me, it really is me, Ranvus.”

“Lies! I refuse to believe it! What have I done to warrant a demon playing such a cruel trick? I don’t even participate in the devil culling of the Cathedral!” Katareya roared, and then, the black stone of her necklace began to slowly turn green once more, and Orodan saw a thread of soul energy from Ranvus wisp its way to the jewelry. A life amulet, one which verified someone’s status as dead or alive. Katareya’s rictus of rage began to soften as she saw this, and confusion replaced it. “The amulet… wait… but…”

“It really is me, Katareya… Forgive me for being away so long,” Ranvus softly said as he embraced his wife. “Where are the children? I believe I was watching Novus train in the academy the other day; he’s doing better than I did at his age! And little Luci hammers the metal so well!”

“Ranvus… is it truly you? I’ve… I’ve been lonely for so long. I must be honest, I’ve⁠—”

“I know. You were lonely and I wanted you to be happy,” he said. “But I’m here now.”

“My love… how? How can this be? You died seven years ago guarding that incompetent man’s caravan,” Katareya said.

“Kat… you mustn’t speak of the Burgher so… I saw him, too, during my time in the afterlife, and he was stricken with grief and guilt which lasts to this day. He is a good man, and a good lord. He made sure you and the children were taken care of in my absence,” Ranvus Eldragon said. “As for how I’m here, well… our guest might have an answer.”

They both turned to look at him, and Orodan had never felt more awkward in all his lives. How was he meant to tell a newly resurrected man that his wife was a former lover of his in a previous loop?

The answer… was that Orodan would not. Socially blunt and stupid as he was often called, even he had some standards. And telling a man that he’d laid with his wife in another time was crossing that line.

“I’m glad to see you two happy, and I’m sure your children will be too,” Orodan replied. “I’m an Apprentice-level chronomancer who was simply testing the limits of my chronomancy. Partly to see how far I could go, and partly to draw the attention of certain people I require a meeting with.”

“A-apprentice! Is that a jest? Not even the mightiest dragon of the Time Wind could do what you just did!” she exclaimed in disbelief. “…Are you a God?”

A vein upon his forehead throbbed.

“No.”

Orodan had far too many Gods to settle a score with to ever want to become one himself.

“Then why… why choose my husband?” she asked, her voice beginning to break.

And that question, was Orodan’s cue to find an excuse to leave. The one time he would gladly be called a coward, as going down that line of questioning was asking to reveal things that decency bade him never see the light of day. And Orodan was a terrible liar.

“Unfortunately, attention of the destructive sort approaches, especially since I’ve forcefully plucked your husband from the afterlife governed by Malzim, while simultaneously crushing Eximus’s attempts to prevent chronomantic tampering,” Orodan said as he eyed the two divine comets approaching from the direction of Novarria, while a third comet which was nearer, approached from Karilsgard.

The moon’s destruction had doubtlessly caused the Prime Five to remain on-edge. The response was a lot quicker than if he’d simply reversed time and done this at the start of the loop. Furthermore, while he couldn’t confirm it, he was almost certain his act of conquering the world core had caused ripples and great changes in the tapestry of fate.

Consequently, the first comet to arrive in a blaze of golden light was one he expected. The Avatar of the Goddess of Fate, Ilyatana. The divine most likely to be monitoring everything very closely. The first divine to have earned his enmity long ago.

“First the moon is destroyed, and then this? The power you produced was immense, might I ask who you are, friend?” she asked, a friendly tone. Likely a case of recognizing that he was powerful and stalling for assistance as a result.

Unfortunately for her, Orodan hated the meddling Goddess of Fate.

“I am Orodan Wainwright,” he introduced. “And I’m not your friend. In fact, you’re a meddling Goddess who has repeatedly overstepped her bounds by trying to control me in the past.”

“What? I’ve done no such thing! Please… I believe we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot,” Ilyatana attempted to negotiate.

“You haven’t done it this time, but given the opportunity and the power being in your favor, you never fail to oppress me every single time. Your wicked character will never change,” Orodan declared. “Now then, let’s see how you deal with having someone restrain and brainwash you.”

With Psionic Assault added to his Domain of Perfect Cleaning, it was time to not only cleanse Ilyatana’s divine influence from her Chosen host, but it was also time to cleanse the mind of the Goddess herself.

The Avatar of Ilyatana was thrown to the ground and Orodan kept it pinned with his foot.

“Wait! This is all a misunderstanding! I’ve never met you or offended you!” the Goddess cried out, and at the last moment, she was smart enough to realize that remaining within her Avatar host might end badly.

She was wise to attempt escape, abandoning her Avatar. Unfortunately, for her, that failed as Domain of Perfect Cleaning kept her consciousness forcibly restrained within the body of Heredin Aeronsul. Orodan could feel the raw panic once she was faced with the reality that he was capable of directly trapping her within her Avatar host.

Soul energy poured out in waves, and Domain of Perfect Cleaning began wiping the Blessings and Divine Energy clean from the body and soul of the Chosen host.

“Stop! I beg of you! I’ll give you whatever you want! Wealth, riches, my servitude! I beg you!” she pleaded. After all, he wasn’t merely cleansing her influence from her Chosen. No, what he was doing was altogether worse.

The titanic willpower of Orodan Wainwright crashed into the mind of Ilyatana that inhabited the host body, and he found himself within a mindscape, courtesy of Psionic Assault.

Within the mindscape, the scene was that of a horrid battlefield. Although, rather than humans, the corpses strewn about were those of dragonkind. This… was the slaughter of the Burning Ember dragon flight that occurred over twenty thousand years ago. The reason why the dragons of the Time Wind and Sapphire Gale hated the Goddess of Fate.

“And with that… one step closer to moving past the Grandmaster-level,” a young dark-skinned woman, eyes glowing a subtle gold, spoke. A woman of the Eastern Kingdoms? Oddly similar to a bubbly girl he’d met in Bluefire. “These dragons ended the fates of many, yet today, their own destinies brought them here.”

There was no mistaking her features. They matched the statues of her in the Cathedral too well. This was the mortal Ilyatana, before her ascension to the Goddess of Fate.

Looming above her was the much younger-looking patriarch of the Novarrian-aligned Soaring Flame dragon flight, Eldramir. And beside her… Balastion Novar, looking similar enough, though lacking the depth of ancient wisdom in his eyes that Orodan remembered.

“Your race to reach past the Grandmaster-level will hamper your potential,” Balastion said, and Eldramir only nodded, although the dragon had a sad look in its eyes at the slaughter.

While Orodan wouldn’t have minded witnessing the memory further, the eyes of the young and mortal Ilyatana suddenly blazed a blinding gold and the Goddess appeared before him in her true form. From what the dragons had told him, she was supposedly the youngest of the Prime Five, having ascended just over twenty thousand years ago, and it showed in how she still looked mostly mortal, albeit with glowing wings of gold sprouting from her back, and her figure was bathed in golden luminance.

“You dare attempt to invade my mind!” she roared, having given up on all pretense of civility. For her, this was a battle for survival. And Orodan didn’t intend to let her win.

“You attempted to do the same to me a long time ago,” Orodan replied. “Now have a taste of your own medicine, you manipulative tyrant.”

Domain of Perfect Cleaning was unleashed, and the Psionic Assault portion of the skill came into play as Orodan battled Ilyatana across the mindscape of the small part of her consciousness that had descended unto her Avatar.

Absolute Soul Dominion could also affect the mind, but merely as a byproduct. To directly tamper with the mind, control it, spread messages within it and perform finer work, Psionic Assault was a necessary skill. Especially when working with a small part of a God’s consciousness.

The problem with harming a God through their Avatar, was that the small part of their consciousness they kept within the host had safeguards. Too much damage, which Orodan could do through the Absolute Soul Dominion aspect of his Celestial skill, would simply lead to the thread of mental connection between the small part and the God’s actual mind being cut. The God would perhaps be rendered unconscious for a while, a very long while, but still be capable of coming to awareness afterward.

The solution was to perform a fine surgery, one that didn’t destroy this thread of mental connection. And to that end, the Psionic Assault skill was critical. As part of his Celestial skill, it was amplified incredibly, brought up to the level of Domain of Perfect Cleaning. And with this fine approach, Orodan could savage Ilyatana’s mind while maintaining the mental thread which linked her consciousness within the Avatar to her actual mind in the divine realm. Returning this savaged piece back to Ilyatana would cause her severe mental damage. It might take many millennia to recover from, and even then, without specialist assistance, she might never recover to her peak.

But, what Orodan wanted, was to go a step further, and to that end he took inspiration from a long-time foe of his… the Eldritch Avatar. Particularly from how it corrupted Gods.

Orodan wished to not just damage Ilyatana’s mind, but clean it of all foulness and wicked traits. The sort of mindset which would prompt her to try and control a hapless time looper. To that end, he needed not just cleaning… but a cleaning that spread—or rather… the ability to send a cleansed portion of the mind back to the whole and have it be so permanent, so unchangeable, that it forced the greater mind to follow suit.

He needed that piece of tampered consciousness… to be incorruptible.
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“No! You cannot… change my… outlook…” she pitifully muttered as Orodan finished operating upon her mind with surgical precision. Cleaning all the foul character traits and outlooks from it. He was performing the equivalent of killing her. Hells, some foes of his might just prefer death. But for her, and at least a few other Gods who’d tried to do the same to him? He felt no issues with delivering them this fate.

A small part of Orodan’s mind protested that perhaps this was a step too far. It was not honorable. Yet the desire for revenge, burning hot off his recent loss, drove him on. He hated the Gods, and he was far too good at holding a grudge.

He allowed the small part of Ilyatana’s consciousness to finally depart, the mental thread of connection still intact, and once it reached her actual mind… who knew what would happen?

In the real world, Orodan’s eyes opened and the completely cleansed but unconscious Heredin Aeronsul was all that remained.

And two more angry Avatars were approaching.

“Monster! What have you done to affect her mind in the divine realm itself?” Eximus roared.

“You’ve defiled the sanctity of the afterlife as well!” Malzim declared. “Where have you taken the soul you’ve so shamelessly kidnapped?”

“He’s right here, actually,” Orodan said, pointing out the resurrected Ranvus Eldragon. Both the man and his wife looked utterly terrified, of course, which Orodan felt slightly bad about. This was a battle far above their level, after all. “His soul hasn’t been exploited, harmed, or experimented upon. Worry not, Malzim. However, me grudge is against Eximus, so please step aside.”

Malzim remained silent for a moment. While others at times criticized the God of Death for being craven, Orodan found himself appreciative of the fact that his display of power cowed the divine into not attacking him. He liked Malzim and did not wish to fight him.

“But what have you done to Ilyatana? A direct attack upon her is an attack upon all of the Prime Five,” Malzim said, still sounding hesitant about a direct conflict.

“I settled a grudge against her… She will be fine once the pain stops, I’m sure,” Orodan replied.

“Fine? Her howls can be heard across the divine realm! That corrupted piece of consciousness you sent back has driven her mad!” Eximus protested.

“And once she recovers, she’ll find herself devoid of any wicked personality traits. Much like she intended to do to me,” Orodan clarified. “A whole new Goddess. Perhaps even a bit more pleasant for you to work with. Malzim is fine and can leave, but you… I have a grudge to settle with you as well.”

In his opinion, tampering with someone’s mind to alter their personality was equivalent to killing them. It was just that the bad blood between Orodan and Ilyatana ran so deep, he was fully prepared to kill her already. Thus, tampering with her mind was a fair outcome for the wretched Goddess. Her new self might actually earn redemption.

Eximus wasn’t stupid and could put two and two together. The moon was destroyed in a cataclysmic battle the day before, and now Orodan arrived and tampered with Ilyatana’s mind?

Eximus attempted to depart his Avatar host, and Orodan instantly caught the God of Time’s consciousness, preventing his escape.

“No! Wait! I surrender! Please leave me be! I have no enmity with you!” the God of Time pleaded.

“Yet if the circumstances were different, you would happily work alongside that wretched Goddess of Fate and Agathor to manipulate me if it suited your needs, no?” Orodan asked, a malicious grin spreading wide. “Still, I admit my enmity with you is the least out of the three, so I’ll simply throw you into unconsciousness by destroying the piece of your mind inhabiting this host of yours.”

“Mercy! A great threat approaches for which we are needed!” Eximus begged. “Someone… anyone!”

Who would save Eximus? Malzim was cowardly, even if Orodan quite liked the God of Death. Orodan meant Malzim no harm, though the Death God didn’t know that for sure, and so silently stood by at a safe distance, not wishing to earn Orodan’s ire when he’d already declared he had no conflict with him.

Which was when a familiar Phoenix Thrust came for Orodan’s head. The attack of a mere single-Grandmaster on a battlefield where Gods were but prey before him.

Orodan gently diverted the thrust lest the old man’s halberd shatter against his body.

“Adeltaj Simarji… you have a knack for entering life-threatening situations to save others. Even those who aren’t worthy of it,” Orodan said, looking at his old mentor. He felt both sadness and joy at seeing the first teacher he ever had. Sorrow that it wasn’t the same old man who knew him. And happiness that the time loop had brought the old Simarji back after he’d sacrificed himself to save Orodan long ago. “I’ve bested one God with ease, why do you intervene against hopeless odds to protect this one who isn’t worthy of your sacrifice?”

“Because… if old men like me don’t step in, what example will that set for the young?” the man rhetorically asked, even as his arms trembled with physical exertion as Orodan casually pressed him to his limits. “Might I ask you to not cause trouble in Volarbury County? My house has many ventures here, after all. Speaking of… you know of me?”

“Yes, House Simarji’s lumberyards supply the wood needs for much of Volarbury County and the capital,” Orodan replied.

“You’re from around these parts? I’ve never seen or heard of you… and yet, here you are, thrashing Avatars,” Adeltaj spoke. “Unfortunately, I cannot allow you to harm an Avatar of the Prime Five in my presence. At the very least, bringing this fight to my doorstep forces me to act.”

“Tch… always the hero, just like your Quest-bearing friend said… you can’t help but risk your own neck to protect others, can you?” Orodan asked. “How the hells did you ever make it to the age of seven hundred?”

Ironic, that Orodan of all people—who ran into death’s arms on a regular basis—would ask that question. But the memory of Adeltaj’s sacrifice was still sore.

“For darkness to prevail, the only thing that need occur is for the good to do nothing,” the old man said as he began launching countless Phoenix Thrusts at Orodan. All of which were casually blocked.

“Fine then, Adeltaj Simarji. If you want to save this manipulative God so badly, then you’ll have to earn it. Stand and give me your greatest strike,” Orodan declared as he raised his sword, poising it above the neck of the Avatar of Eximus. “Throwing a hundred weak Phoenix Thrusts will merely result in me ignoring them all. Your next strike, if I deem it insufficient, will lead to me slaying this Avatar and permanently harming the God within. You want to be a hero so badly? Let us see if your conviction can stand up to the test.”

Adeltaj’s eyes were grim, as were Orodan’s.

A powerful Phoenix Thrust came for Orodan, and at the same time, Orodan’s sword began to come down upon the Avatar of Eximus’s head.

“A hero… is that someone who gives their life in defense of others? Someone who faces down hopeless odds?” Orodan asked. “Show me what a hero is, Adeltaj Simarji!”

The old man roared as his body strained to the point of his orifices bleeding. It was the mightiest attempt he could’ve made, and it still wasn’t enough.

Orodan casually batted the strike aside with a flick of his wrist.

“Not enough! Is this the limit of a hero? You have one more chance to save this undeserving tyrant’s life, Adeltaj Simarji,” Orodan said. “Concentrate till your face goes red and your eyes leak blood, focus till your brain explodes, cram as much thought, experimentation, and ingenuity into every thousandths of a second till each second itself becomes equivalent to an hour of dedicated hard work! A hero not only fights but is also willing to give their life for others.”

It was a re-telling of the advice his first mentor had given him long ago.

As Orodan said this, he threw the Avatar of Eximus toward the approaching Adeltaj and flew into the incoming Phoenix Thrust. If Adeltaj’s attack was too weak, the Avatar would die.

Adeltaj seemed to realize this, and the old Grandmaster halberdier’s eyes turned frantic and grim. A glimmer of heroism shone within the old man’s eyes. It was the same thing he saw when Adeltaj had given his life to save Orodan.

And as the Phoenix Thrust met Orodan’s sword, the halberd shattered, Adeltaj’s right arm was blown off… while Orodan’s own attack was re-directed off to the side by just the narrowest of margins. Avoiding the Avatar and Adeltaj.
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“A hero till the end… even at the cost of your arm and weapon, yet in another time, the cost of your life,” Orodan said, a hint of sorrow infecting his voice. Domain of Perfect Cleaning restored the old man to normal, and a quick usage of Time Reversal restored his halberd. “You achieved it, didn’t you? Dual-Grandmastery. I sensed that last thrust of yours was far stronger than it had any right to be.”

“I… I did,” Adeltaj said. “I’ve held up to your test, will you spare the Avatar of this God now?”

“I will,” Orodan said, and then looked to the Avatar of Eximus. “Congratulations, the heroic efforts of Adeltaj Simarji have granted you mercy. Leave now and depart Inuan altogether. If I see you upon this world again, you will suffer the same fate as Ilyatana.”

The hold of Domain of Perfect Cleaning was let loose, and Eximus was smart enough to flee with his Avatar.

“Who are you, stranger? I sense your intentions are not entirely malicious,” Adeltaj said.

“Indeed, if you hadn’t intervened with your poorly timed heroics, I might have gotten rid of a tyrannical God who deserves no dominion upon our world,” Orodan said with an annoyed glare at his first teacher. “As for me… you could say I’m a teacher, repaying a favor to someone I owe.”

“Your own teacher must have taught you well, to be imparting such lessons in the midst of life-threatening battle,” Adeltaj said.

“Indeed, he did. Although, if he would perhaps act a little less heroic at times, I might feel more at ease,” Orodan said, glaring at Adeltaj once more, causing the man some confusion. “After all, he has not the unique advantage I have.”

Of course, he realized how hypocritical it was for him of all people to say so. Especially when he’d rushed to his own death in his first life without knowing of the time loops.

He planned on eventually telling Adeltaj about the time loops, but right now, he had other concerns. Mainly regarding the absence of one particular God.

Orodan turned to look at Malzim.

“Wait! I ask for clemency! I’ve done nothing to earn your ire!” Malzim declared, and in response, Orodan put his hands up in a placating gesture of peace.

“Peace. I’ve said this already, but my quarrel isn’t with you,” Orodan said gently. “In fact, I owe you a great debt.”

“Harming one of my compatriots and exiling another is an interesting way of going about that,” Malzim said, and Orodan could only agree with that assessment. “Will you allow me to flee?”

“Of course, you’re free to leave if you wish,” Orodan declared. “I have no interest in your Chosen host either. The only one remaining that I harbor a grudge against… is Agathor.”

“While I will retreat to preserve myself, I must strongly ask you do not harm him,” the God of Death said. “A great threat descends upon our world, and only by working together do we stand the greatest chance of besting it.”

“The Eldritch Avatar, yes?” Orodan asked, and the Avatar of Malzim nodded. “If so, you needn’t worry. I’ll deal with it myself. I was part of the battle which destroyed the moon, after all.”

“I… I see. I was wondering who had done that,” Malzim spoke. “Still, does Agathor not deserve some mercy for what he’s done? Surely, we can come to⁠—”

“No. He showed no consideration for a mentor of mine and happily tampered with his mind,” Orodan interrupted. “Agathor will receive the same consideration he gave Arvayne Firesword. If he flees now, I will hunt him down. And when I find him, he’ll be treated how he treated my mentor.”

“Well then… I had hoped for peace, but it seems that will not be forthcoming,” Malzim said. “Agathor and Halor are within Karilsgard. They’ve fortified the city and await your assault. You… will not harm the defenders, will you?”

“Not at all, and neither will I harm Halor,” Orodan promised. “Agathor is my target and none other.”

“I cannot say this decision pleases me, but you’ve shown Eximus and I mercy, so I will stand aside,” Malzim declared.

“Thank you, I bear no ill will towards you,” Orodan said. “And while I detest Eximus, he’s the least vile of the three Gods I have issue with.”

It was time to repay the mightiest of the Prime Five upon Inuan.

Karilsgard beckoned.
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The shattered remnants of the moon still hung overheard, and the reflected light was a bit strange, though still functional.

Of course, Karilsgard was a beautiful city with plenty of glowing lights. Many of which were off today.

The city was on alert, ready to receive an attack. Battalions of defenders patrolled the walls, and various scouts frolicked to-and-fro along the outside. Heavy amounts of siege weaponry and lethal magic artillery lined the battlements. This was a city even an Avatar would have difficulty besieging.

Of course, Orodan had long surpassed the Avatars of Alastaia. If he so wished it, Karilsgard and the entire nation of the Republic of Aden would be a smoldering crater upon the map. All it would take was a single strike of his full power. But vengeful as he was to his enemies, the deaths of innocents was a firm line Orodan never intended to cross.

Word had spread, either through Malzim or Adeltaj Simarji, about the battle in Trumbetton where two Avatars of the Prime Five had been casually defeated. As a result, the city’s defenders likely knew they had no hope of stopping Orodan.

He had never actually been inside of the High Spire of Karilsgard, and consequently, a teleportation took him in front of it, brute forcing past Karilsgard’s anti-spatiomancy wards, causing a loud alarm to go off. The first scout to see him was overcome with fright.

Multiple guards began to converge but a divine voice boomed out. It was the Avatar of Malzim.

“Let him through! His conflict is not with the city or its people! None of you can contest him!”

Orodan appreciated the gesture, even if it was meant to protect the innocent Capital Guard and the Republic military who had nothing to do with the matter. Not that he would’ve harmed any of them to begin with.

Vision of Purity scanned the interior of the High Spire where the council sat, and two familiar Avatars were within.

A teleportation took Orodan inside, and before him… his most hated foe.

“Treacherous worm,” Orodan greeted Agathor. “Arvayne Firesword, are you still in there, or does Agathor have full control?”

“Invader, you shatter the moon with your battle, harm the very Gods, and you now dare address my Chosen? I have never met you. What enmity do you and I have for you to go so far?” Agathor asked. “Our world has many forces which protect it, and you will find the guardians of the world gates will prove an obstacle for you when you descend to try and conquer the world core.”

“I’ve already pacified the world core,” Orodan said, revealing the crown upon his arm. “The World Conqueror title is a bit ostentatious for my liking though.”

Agathor went silent in shock, reassessing his odds. It was Halor who spoke next, breaking the silence.

“He did… no wonder the flows of world energy went utterly mad recently. Agathor, we need not do battle against him, let us speak first and see what he wants,” Halor said, possessing the body of Alcianne Rockwood.

“All I want is the death of Agathor, failing that, the utter destruction of his mind will suffice,” Orodan said with a happy grin which promised murder.

“Never mind… we must fight,” Halor said.

“This will be a worthy battle! Let us see if you’re as strong as⁠—”

A Flash Strike brought him to Agathor, and the War God’s Avatar was brutally wrestled to the ground and pinned with ease. He’d grown far stronger since the old days where he struggled against the Avatars of the Prime Five. Simultaneously, a Spatial Fold threw the Avatar of Halor halfway across the world, ensuring the God of Life was out of the way.

“A worthy battle? Once upon a time, I wasn’t strong enough to rescue my mentor when you subverted him to your will,” Orodan said as he tightened his grip. “Now, I’ve fought Transcendents and bested the Eldritch Avatar by myself. You… are no longer a worthy opponent. Although, perhaps when I meet your true form in the divine realm one day we can test that. Rise, pick up your sword and fight me. I would test my mettle, blade to blade, against you.”

The Avatar of Agathor rose, Arvayne’s greatsword in hand, and Orodan clashed blades against the War God’s empowered host in a toe-to-toe battle.

The top of the High Spire of Karilsgard shattered around them, thankfully bereft of anyone else. And where Orodan once struggled to fight him evenly… the Avatar of Agathor was no longer the dire threat he’d been long ago.

Hells… it wasn’t even a struggle.

Brute force carried his sword, shattering Arvayne’s blade. And a follow-up slew of knees, elbows, and a crushing headbutt knocked the Avatar to the ground. Skill for skill, he felt Agathor was quite near him, but Orodan’s physical might and speed were far greater.

“This is no fair fight. I wish for a battle against you directly,” Orodan declared. “But it seems I won’t have it. Not when you’re possessing a mentor of mine. For now… let’s free your host, shall we?”

“I do not even know you! What have I done to offend you?” Agathor howled. “You will not find my mind so easy a place to breach!”

Which was correct. Whatever Mythical skill Agathor had, it allowed him to directly interact with esoteric elements with brute force. The God of War could wrestle time, grip and tear space, and even fist fight during mental combat to give himself an advantage.

The moment Domain of Perfect Cleaning enveloped the Avatar of Agathor, the resistance was far higher than it was for Ilyatana or Eximus. Almost a third of the difficulty he had in cleansing the Eldritch Avatar.

However, Orodan had successfully done even that, so this was nothing.

The first order of business was scouring the body and soul of Arvayne Firesword of Blessings and divine energy. To that end, Domain of Perfect Cleaning was used to affect not only the soul but also the mindscape.

And as a result, he was brought to a core memory within the mind of Arvayne Firesword.

Young, or at least younger than he remembered.

That was Orodan’s first thought when he saw his old mentor. Still wielding the same greatsword he always had, but with less wisdom in the eyes, and he carried an aura of vigor and violence, looking unburdened by the world unlike the Arvayne he knew.

Next to Arvayne was a burly woman, also looking far younger than Orodan remembered. Alcianne Rockwood. She had a warm look in her eyes, the two of them were embracing and leaning on one another.

“Arvayne… please… you need not seek that power for the sake of victory,” Alcianne said. “The emperor dotes on you, you’ve caught the eye of even the vaunted first emperor himself, a true immortal! Why risk it all to ensure victory? Mere barbarians from Guzuhar are not worth becoming the Chosen for that… that brute!”

“My love, please… you must not speak of Lord Agathor so… he is mighty beyond compare and will lead Novarria to glory,” Arvayne said. “Can you not see why I do this? Guzuhar and the savage raiders of Agorhiku threaten us from the north, and the elves ever covet the wealth of our nation from the south. And… that wretch, Demosthenos, does everything he can to discredit me in front of our liege. With this, I will show him… perhaps we’ll even carve out our own slice of land near the north one day.”

“Arvayne, no! You’ve heard of what happened to the last Chosen of his… Elder Borkathen was never the same after he took the third Blessing and allowed the divine descent for the first time!” Alcianne said. “My brother adores and respects you, my family wholly approves of us… Please, do not do this! Do you not love me? I thought you wanted to have a family together?”

“I do, my love… I do. I love you so very deeply, more than mere words can convey,” Arvayne said softly. “But when our enemies close in and my position is threatened, what can I do? Tactically, there is no other way I can see.”

“Then I’ll also go down this route! By damning yourself, you damn us both! I’ll… I’ll drag you back!” she declared, her eyes tearing up.

“Forgive me, Alcianne… I wish necessity did not force me into… Wait, who are you?”

Orodan’s eyes held a grim determination within them.

“Someone here to eliminate the necessity of such a choice, old man,” Orodan said.

“Old? I’m not even that old, y⁠—”

A comet of divine orange power landed amidst the memory.

“No! You will not interfere with my Chosen!” Agathor roared, appearing in his true form.

The War God had a lustrous black beard and eyes possessed of intensity. Twelve feet of pure muscle, armored in divine plate which looked impenetrable. A great hammer in the right hand, a great sword in the left, and two spears strapped across his back. It looked exactly like the statue in the temples. And to stand before Agathor in-person, was an entirely different matter.

Of course, this was a mindscape, and a mental battle was different to a physical one.

“And you will maintain your shackles over my mentor no longer,” Orodan sternly declared.

“Fool! In here, I am supreme! I can wrestle time itself! I can punch a mind mage into a gibbering wreck in a mental battle! What hope have you against me?”

“I admit, I’ve never actually fought you directly in a mindscape before,” Orodan said as his own weapons came out and his soul began blazing with power. “But all you’re doing is getting me more excited for this battle. I’ve been told I have a hard head and a freakish will. Come, let’s see if your Mythical skill holds up against my hard-headedness.”

They clashed multiple times, and Orodan had to admit Agathor was strong. Stronger than any of the other Prime Five; especially in mental combat where the divine had a Mythical skill which let him apply brute force to this esoteric field of battle.

Agathor’s Mythical skill, which allowed the War God to physically affect things such as time and space, also extended to the mindscape. Orodan’s assaults faced brutish opposition. It was a true toe-to-toe battle in the mind. Orodan’s stubborn will against a God who could punch minds into submission.

Unfortunately for the Inuanan War God, Agathor’s foe was a warrior whose mind was unbreakable.

In the real world, less than a minute passed, yet in the mindscape, ten times that amount had passed. The War God was strong in the mindscape, and initially, he battered Orodan quite well.

But that was where it ended. Particularly past the tenth minute where Agathor began showing signs of exhaustion, his divine power running low. And battles of attrition were where Orodan excelled. His unbending mind proving more than capable of weathering the War God’s mental beating.

And once his foe grew tired, Orodan began returning the favor.

Agathor was smashed down in brutal fashion. His hammer shattered, his great sword snapped, and his spears disintegrated. It was all a mental representation, but it signified mental damage all the same.

Orodan kept the War God restrained within Arvayne’s mindscape as he then got to work. And soon, howls of divine agony began screaming out as the body and soul of Arvayne Firesword were purified, along with his mentor’s mind.

Agathor’s insidious corruption of the Chosen’s mind went deep. These mental tendrils which influenced the man’s behavior, though subtle, were removed all the same. The elven psionics did a better job in Orodan’s opinion.

And Arvayne’s soul core, it was purged, and every Blessings removed, alongside all traces of divine energy. With Incorruptible Being now a part of the Domain of Perfect Cleaning, Orodan could now ensure Arvayne was warded against mental and divine corruption for the foreseeable future. His mind and soul were cleansed, and then made incorruptible, warded powerfully against all comers.

And he wondered if he could protect people against the Eldritch or other corruptive influences with this new aspect of his Celestial skill.

“Sacrilege… heresy! Your blatant destruction and upheaval will make you many enemies, and the universe is a big place,” Agathor said. “You will eventually die.”

“I’m counting on it,” Orodan replied. “But before I do… you’ll be going down with me. I can’t touch you in the divine realm yet, but I will one day. For now… let’s see what’s within your mind… Prince Agathor.”

He’d learned some interesting things during his conversation with Alastaia and the Void Horror. And the memory he found himself within answered a question he had for a while.

The memory was of the abyssal depths.

A war party of unprecedented proportions was at the ready, the first gate open before them.

“Prince Agathor, please… you heard what the gate guardians said, my prince,” a man warned. “Beyond this gate lies only death. Have mercy on us.”

“Silence! You will follow my commands, and we shall march to eternal glory!” Agathor roared. “So close to ascending past the Grandmaster-level… what lies beyond, will I become a God?”

One moment, everything was fine, and the next, the prince set foot on the other side of the first gate. Which was when everything went wrong, and an ominous feeling came upon the chamber.

The murmurs of the war party were silenced as Agathor muttered to himself.

“Quest Subject… what even is this?” Agathor asked. “F-form a defensive line immediately!”

The troops ordered themselves into a formation, standing at the ready. Yet no matter how prepared they might’ve been prior to descending, it was all for naught when that thing came.

It was the Eldritch Avatar, or at least, the host of it before it’d been corrupted.

A gray humanoid giant with lanky limbs. This was the Void Horror which had been thrown into the void between stars thirty-thousand years ago.

Troops were massacred left and right, and even Agathor, despite a brave attempt, was brutally swatted about and nearly killed if not for a last-minute intervention from the strongest of his bodyguards, who gave their lives in the process.

“The teleportation relays! Cast the spell! Now!” Agathor demanded, and his troops complied.

Just before the Void Horror could reach him, he began teleporting through a chain of linked relays to the surface, and Orodan was naturally drawn along as part of the memory.

On the surface, a regal crowned man awaited and looked incredibly concerned as a bloodied Agathor teleported onto the staging point where the final relay was.

“My son… what has happened?”

“F-father… please, something comes for us, save me!” Agathor exclaimed in terror. “The line of Hasmathor is doomed… our empire is finished!”

“What are you talking about?” the emperor asked.

“Your Majesty, something approaches the surface at tremendous speed!” a nearby geomancer called out.

And finally, as the Void Horror’s hand erupted from the ground, Agathor locked eyes with Orodan and began glowing a bright orange.

“You delve into my darkest memory? I see nothing is sacred to you,” Agathor venomously spat.

“You tried subverting my mind once as well,” Orodan said.

“I don’t even know you.”

“Maybe not this time,” Orodan admitted. “But I know you. And you’re a coward, Agathor. Is that why you made that Blessing which prevents opponents from fleeing? Compensating for a failure, are we?”

“Lies! You know things which you should not! Come fight me and let us end this!” Agathor roared, his face shaking in rage.

Much as Orodan would’ve enjoyed it, a grand battle wasn’t in the cards.

Agathor within the mindscape was far weaker than he would be in the divine realm. And while Orodan looked forward to eventually facing the God of War physically, for now… he would leave him with a gift,

“No… no! You will not sully me like you have Ilyatana!” Agathor roared.

“Tamper with your mind, you mean? Worry not. Rather, I intend on giving you the gift of courage, and a suitable target to expend it on,” Orodan said. “After all, I do look forward to fighting you eventually.”

Agathor roared in horrid pain as his mind was altered and the changes made permanent in the small piece of consciousness he had within Arvayne Firesword. At last, the remnant piece of the War God’s mind was let go, and Orodan felt satisfied.

He hadn’t done very much, merely given Agathor some courage with one clear directive.

To face Orodan Wainwright in-person for one last glorious battle.

He demanded a fair battle against this hated adversary of his, and tampering with Agathor’s mind and putting him out of commission before that was unacceptable. They would duel, whether through Orodan finding a way into the divine realm, or Agathor finding a way into the material plane. The mind tampering would simply ensure that and prevent Agathor from fleeing like a coward.

In the real world, his eyes opened just in time to see the Avatar of Halor return. A hole was blown into the wall as the Avatar entered.

“What have you done to Agathor! He is⁠—”

“Purified and given encouragement,” Orodan replied. “Agathor and I will meet again, I simply made sure of that. As for Arvayne Firesword, he is…”

The glow from the Avatar’s eyes subsided as the next words came out. It wasn’t Halor who spoke.

“Free of the Blessings…” Alcianne said as she gingerly approached the unconscious form of Arvayne Firesword. “Is it… real? Has the grip of Agathor truly been lifted?”

“Yes, he is free now,” Orodan answered.

Tears flowed from her eyes, and Orodan looked away, giving the two of them some privacy, as even the God of Life seemed content to allow his Chosen her moment.

Orodan looked out the damaged High Spire and into the sky toward the shattered moon.

There were a few more problems to resolve on his world, but he’d already tied up many loose ends and repaid a number of debts. He still had to deal with Balastion Novar and Eldiron, and finally Zaessythra. And beyond that… the arrival of the Eldritch Avatar, which he vowed to deal with himself this time.

And at the end of all that… beyond the shattered moon, lay other worlds. And an invitation from the cultivators in six months. From there, he intended to uncover the truth behind the Eldritch… and seek his vengeance against the Hegemony.


Chapter 4
Concluding Worldly Affairs


Novar’s Peak was a beautiful city. Ancient, historic. A testament to humanity’s ability to adapt and rebuild from the tattered remains of the preceding ancient empire of Hasmathor. The city was nineteen thousand years old, officially founded upon the day of Balastion Novar’s coronation as the first emperor of the Novarrian Empire.

And it was undoubtedly in utter chaos outside as Orodan’s Teleportation shattered every single anti-spatiomancy ward protecting the city, to tear into the chamber of Balastion Novar underneath the royal citadel.

To the first emperor’s credit, the man was neither taken aback nor surprised by the intrusion. The man was upwards of twenty thousand years old and likely dealt with assassins all his life.

So, when the reactionary beam of Eldritch energy from the crown impacted Orodan in greeting, the first emperor wasn’t surprised.

Orodan’s seeming immunity to the power of the Eldritch, however, was a different matter.

“…What? Eldritch Resistance? It’s possible?” Balastion asked in shock.

“It is, but I’m afraid your aspirations for acquiring the skill end here,” Orodan replied.

“An assassin, then? You’re strong… too strong. And unless you’re under some strange transformation I haven’t seen, you’re human too,” Balastion said. “Was it the elves? I know they harbor a few old survivors of ancient Hasmathor. Are you one of theirs? No… an otherworlder, perhaps?”

“Neither. And I’m not here to kill you, but to deal with that crown,” Orodan said.

“You’ll have to kill me then, for this crown is one of our main defenses against a terrible foe,” the first emperor said. “You’re sent by the elves then, you must be.”

“I don’t want your crown, I’m merely here to clean it,” Orodan replied, and drew his weapons.

“Clean it? Purge it of the Eldritch? That’s not possible,” he replied. “The Eldritch is corruptive, insidious, it cannot be cleansed by the likes of us mortals. Regardless, tis’ an outcome I cannot allow.”

Balastion Novar’s sword met Orodan Wainwright’s blade, first emperor against time looper.

In the last long loop, Orodan held confidence in eventually being able to defeat his friend if it came down to it. But now? When he’d grown stronger by leaps and bounds and was capable of defeating the Void Horror, surviving enemy Transcendents, and had good odds of facing the Eldritch Avatar one-on-one?

The outcome was obvious.

Balastion’s sword creaked dangerously as Orodan’s All-Strike and empowered blade smashed into it directly. It was poor swordsmanship and little more than a theatrical display, but Orodan’s intent was to get the man to surrender upon realizing the strength difference.

And it had its desired effect, as Orodan’s sword practically smashed through Balastion’s guard with a booming shockwave which would’ve destroyed Novar’s Peak if not for Orodan’s spatiomancy redirecting the force elsewhere.

His opponent was brought to his knees with just a single strike, and Orodan took the opening to drop his shield and grab Balastion’s sword arm, rendering it unable to swing.

“Strong! Who are you, warrior?” Balastion exclaimed as he strained and struggled against Orodan’s grip. The man was indeed strong, but Body Tempering and Physical Fitness working in tandem made Orodan a monstrous specimen whose physical capabilities were one of his strongest assets.

“A friend,” Orodan replied. “I’m sorry, but from what I understand of you, you’d never agree to this otherwise. The crown is far too important to you.”

“Of course it is! You covet a weapon integral to our defense against the Eldritch! How can you call yourself a friend?”

Orodan ignored him and placed free hand upon the crown, even as Balastion wanted to flinch away desperately.

And with a thought, the Domain of Perfect Cleaning poured out and targeted the foul taint of the Eldritch within the crown. When he’d cleansed an entire world core, a mere crown with some Eldritch within it wasn’t anything special. Within an instant, it was purged entirely.

“What have you done!” Balastion roared. “Its power is… Hold… it’s actually been cleansed?”

“Cleaner than it was at the time of forging, I reckon,” Orodan said. “Though, if the System’s responsible for it, then I’d be a little arrogant to claim so.”

“But now… without the crown, how will we defend ourselves? With your strength, you can only be one person… Yesterday, the news of the defeat of multiple Avatars in Karilsgard reached my ears. And before that, the destruction of the moon itself. You must be the man responsible for both those events,” Balastion said. “Who are you, stranger? Who sent you to destroy the crown?”

Before anything further could be said, the doors to the first emperor’s chamber were obliterated in a show of power as Demosthenos Albathrax and Vespidia Aulmalexis charged in.

“Your Majesty!” Vespidia shouted as she charged.

“He is beyond any of you! Do not needlessly throw your lives away!” Balastion warned. Of course, Orodan wasn’t here to kill anyone, much less even hurt them.

He sheathed his weapons and put his hands up in a gesture of placation.

“I come in peace and will take care of the enemy from the stars,” Orodan assuaged. “As for who sent me…

“Would you believe me if I said it was you?”
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A day had passed since then.

Upon Orodan’s explanation, Balastion and company had calmed a bit. The fact that the moon was shattered and three of the Prime Five refused to show face upon Inuan also helped tie the story together. After all, Orodan’s personal strength and the worldwide chaos he’d caused by disrupting Inuan’s divine pantheon and destroying the moon were compelling arguments.

Blessings of Agathor and Ilyatana were no longer working for anyone. And Orodan felt slightly guilty about the fact he’d negatively impacted the lives of many. Of course, Malzim and Halor had stepped in to alleviate many of the problems, and Orodan himself would intervene if any groups or individuals of power thought to take advantage of the situation.

Still, it was a goal in mind now, that if he were to purge unworthy Gods from the world, perhaps he should learn a method of implementing Blessings of his own to bestow upon people.

He’d told Balastion, Vespidia, and Demosthenos about the entire situation and informed them of his plan to free Faraine. Something which Vespidia immediately agreed to with a desperate gaze. Subsequently, Balastion could only go along with Orodan’s wishes, as it meant the promise of a powerful ally against the Eldritch Avatar and Eldiron.

And now, they were on a ship, the sea breeze high up in the skies whipping Orodan’s brown hair about.

They weren’t on a sea-borne vessel, but an actual airship.

Exceedingly rare, and rather expensive to operate. The technology itself was nothing revolutionary. Enchantments, runes, and mana crystals came together to make such a thing possible, and it was a creation of intermediate skill requirements at best.

The issue with its mass production was that aerial monsters could detect it by sight and energy emissions rather easily, and without powerful defenders, it was unfeasible to fly one anywhere that wasn’t civilized. Flying creatures at the Elite-level and up were all faster than even the fastest airship. And for economic purposes, teleporters between cities were a quicker and safer method of travel.

The reason for their party to use an airship was that it was the quickest way to travel by group to another continent without teleportation.

Especially when the elven continent had completely shut down all teleporters in and out, and any moves by Orodan to forcibly bypass their anti-spatiomancy protections would trigger a severe reaction.

The elves weren’t stupid or ignorant. The moon’s destruction was apparent to anyone who looked up at the night sky. And the events in Karilsgard and Novar’s Peak had reached the ears of Eldiron. That Orodan helped purge their spy network after his conversation with Balastion didn’t help their paranoia.

He’d quite wanted to barge in, free Faraine, and leave, but even Vespidia thought it a bit much and worked alongside Balastion and Demosthenos to talk Orodan out of it after a particularly stubborn discussion.

“I’m having a difficult time accepting the fact that I broke and asked you to destroy the crown,” Balastion said as they looked out over the sea. “I know myself, and my will is not so weak.”

“Perhaps,” Orodan said. “The Balastion Novar I knew was a strong ruler, a man with much on his shoulders. I don’t think he would’ve broken. In fact, you didn’t really break…”

“Then…?”

“It was more like you admitted it wasn’t worth it,” Orodan answered. “You seemed resigned and asked me to destroy the crown in subsequent loops. I can’t speak for you, as I don’t know what was going through your mind, but whatever you saw when under the corruption of the Eldritch must’ve changed your mind.”

“Is it truly so… insidious?” Balastion asked.

“Yes, quite so,” Orodan replied. “The crown, and even the Eldritch Avatar and its corruption aren’t so bad. But… the amount present within the world core… now that was powerful enough to bypass even my Eldritch Resistance. I can’t imagine a World Conqueror succeeding in subverting a world core unless it’s quite clean, or they have some special protection and plan ahead.”

“World Conqueror… I still wonder what my life amounted to knowing that I stand before such a being,” the first emperor said.

“Your life amounts to much. All I did was win multiple battles and bully a world core into giving me its crown,” Orodan replied. “Building and guiding a nation of millions, on the other hand, is far more impressive than winning a mere battle.”

Orodan was better suited to bashing skulls than leading people.

“Land ho!” one of the operators called out.

Before them, was a sight of true beauty.

“Incredible… how can the forests be so green?” Orodan asked, as he took the sight in. His Vision of Purity had detected land a while ago, but unlike most instances, it didn’t pick up very much as the ground, the life, the creatures, and settlements, they were all far purer than things on Inuan.

The air, the birds, the trees, and all the way down to the smallest grain of sand were full of world energy. He also noticed gigantic ancient trees in the distance which came close to piercing the clouds. Very ancient. And from them he got a vague sensation that they were not mindless like most other plants.

“Much as it pains me to say, theirs is a continent that has advanced for more than a hundred thousand years, while Inuan has had to rebuild from the destruction wrought by the Void Horror thirty-thousand years ago,” Balastion answered. “The forests and beauty of Eldiron often seduce the easily swayed. But remain strong, my friend, the people of Inuan still need you to act on their behalf.”

It was a pretty sight. Orodan had never seen a more beautiful landscape in his life.

The coastal forests looked as though they were out of a dream. The trees glowed with an emerald luster, the rivers flowed out to the sea with water the color of sapphires, and the breeze carried a song of beauty upon it. If people grew up in a place like this… Orodan could see them happily fighting to the death to defend it. Even his own soul felt peace and joy at the mere sight of such splendor.

Upon the coast, was a watchtower of typical elven architecture, whose like he’d only seen in books and illustrations prior. The illustrations didn’t do it justice, in Orodan’s opinion. And while he was admiring the brilliant paint and excellent craftsmanship of the tower, an alarm bell rang out.

And within moments, a portal opened up nearby, and Orodan detected a giant eagle bearing multiple beings upon it on the other side.

“Don’t drain the portal or interfere with their arrival, they’ll take it as a sign of hostility,” Demosthenos explained as he walked up to Orodan and Balastion. “Your Majesty, I sense the presence of the divine artifact. The Wand of Athandelu is wielded by one of them.”

“I sense it too, Demosthenos,” Balastion said. “I do not think they’ll act rashly, however. Not with our friend here.”

Said friend being Orodan.

The great eagle came through the portal, and upon it were four familiar elven figures. The same people he’d seen the last time he had a meeting with the elves.

The Avatars of Cithrel and Athandelu, Virion Ethweni the channeller of divine power, and the unknown elf who claimed to be the spouse of a Goddess. These were four of the most powerful beings on Eldiron, their powerhouses. And they’d arrived to greet the Novarrian airship.

“You come at a concerning time, Balastion Novar,” Cithrel spoke. “I do not recognize the man accompanying you, I presume this is the one responsible for the calamitous events as of late?”

“Not only that… but the world energies flow as though you’re their nexus,” Athandelu added. “It’s true then. I thought it an overreaction, but you were right, Eldarion. Alastaia at last has a World Ruler.”

The unnamed elf merely smiled in response. Was his name Eldarion? But that was…

“Eldarion? The God of Friendship? You… are mortal?” Balastion asked in confusion.

Even Orodan himself was a bit confused. The elven pantheon was composed of four Gods. Cithrel, the God-Queen. Athandelu, the executor of justice and truth. Faraine, the Goddess of growth and evolution, and finally, Eldarion, the husband of the God-Queen and God of Friendship. One who remained even further detached from worldly affairs than Faraine herself.

Perhaps this explained why there were no Blessings of Eldarion in historical record.

“I do quite abhor titles and worship. I’m merely Eldarion,” the elf said. “And while my wife and friend have tried to ensure the transition from mortal to divinity is smooth for me… I hope to traverse a different path.”

“…The path of Transcendence,” Orodan finished.

“Precisely. You know of it then? Of course you do… that battle upon the moon was spectacular,” Eldarion said. “How do you survive such punishment? Even some of the divinities of life I know cannot call upon and produce it as endlessly as you do.”

Unlike the nations of Inuan, Orodan wasn’t surprised that Eldiron had methods to see so far and glean specific details about the battle on the moon.

“Yes, at least two of the beings I fought against on the moon were Transcendents, and the Devil King among them was the reason for the moon’s destruction.”

“And you fought and defeated them? Incredible…”

“I didn’t exactly win,” Orodan amended. “I survived long enough that the cultivator’s reinforcements arrived, and the Devil King was sent running afterwards. I don’t think I’m yet a match for even the weakest Transcendent without some unfair advantages.”

Such as Eldritch Resistance, which had allowed him to survive and cleanse the Transcendent core guardian of Alastaia. And even then, it was corrupted and not in its right state of mind. An uncorrupted and smart Transcendent with sense enough to utilize its skills intelligently and use tactics was still beyond Orodan.

“Even then, that makes you a frighteningly powerful opponent… stronger even, than I,” Eldarion replied.

“Let us not waste time,” Cithrel interrupted. “Why have you come here? Your power is apparent, and you bear the crown from the world core. What do we have that you would covet?”

Orodan simply replied with one word…

“Faraine.”

…and the arguments immediately began.

“Unacceptable! The traitor will serve her sentence!” Cithrel angrily declared.

“Has that failure of an elf managed to seduce you? Faraine is not worthy of freedom!” Athandelu exclaimed.

“She has been caged away for long enough! The tyranny of your rule caused her to do what she did!” Vespidia argued.

“And what of her attempt to influence the genetic makeup of our species towards her own end? Or do you conveniently forget about that whenever you pine about her imprisonment!” Virion shouted back.

“Weak-willed failure⁠—”

“The God-Queen’s lackey⁠—”

“Enough. We can all get along, can’t we?”

Eldarion softly spoke, and a harmonious feeling spread throughout the air. Opposing winds began converging, the leaves brushed up against one another, nearby wildlife forgot their roles of predator and prey and embraced, and the very hearts of everyone present were urged to forget about conflict.

Orodan himself felt a powerful pull on his will, and he concentrated with decent effort in order to shatter its hold. This was a social skill with him and everyone else as the target.

“Is that the skill you aim to cross the Grandmaster-level in?” Orodan asked.

“Apologies. I don’t like using that in polite company, but our situation warrants a calm approach,” Eldarion said. “And yes, I feel myself on the cusp of increasing in level. My understanding is complete, my comprehension overfull. I need only reach out and execute it, perform my skill in a manner beyond the level of Grandmaster.”

“Then, why don’t you?” Orodan asked.

“Because I’ve been holding myself back for many thousands of years,” Eldarion replied. “I seek not divinity, but Transcendence.”

“Which would cause the Hegemony’s descent upon your head, no?” Orodan said.

“My kin and I have an agreement with the overlords of our section of creation,” Eldarion replied. “A small amount of time spent serving their needs is not a bad price to bear in return for the ability to remain within the material plane.”

“Fair enough, but be warned that I seek vengeance against Astalavar of the Hegemony. He slew someone close to me,” Orodan said, grim determination in his voice which took the elf aback.

“Your quarrels with them are your own, World Conqueror. I shall certainly not stand in your way,” Eldarion clarified.

Orodan grunted in acknowledgement of that.

“Well… you seem to know what you’re doing. This process then… what exactly does it entail?” Orodan asked. “What’s the difference between a God and a Transcendent? How can one achieve Transcendence while avoiding divinity?”

“That, I’m afraid, even I do not know. I’ve been searching for an answer most of my life in the hopes that it would better prepare me for the trial ahead, but all I know is that it involves some sort of test,” Eldarion said. “But, we are getting off-topic. The chief matter remains. Orodan Wainwright, this matter of Faraine, how far are you willing to go for her freedom? Why does she mean so much to you?”

“It’s not that she means much to me,” Orodan admitted. “But my friend here, it’s important to her. And I’m simply keeping my word. I’ll come to blows on the matter if necessary. With my current capabilities, hunting any of your special Bloodline carriers and freeing her through assaulting their minds won’t be an issue.”

Cithrel and Athandelu bristled at the threat, yet the mortal elf simply took it in stride, a calculated glint in his eyes.

“I see…” Eldarion said. “And yet, you should’ve never met Vespidia. We’ve been keeping close watch on her and never have you been seen around her. As a matter of fact, your sudden emergence is a matter of great discussion. You are incredibly powerful, World Conqueror. But we have never heard of you or anyone like you prior to recent days. And the only Orodan Wainwright our informants told us of before your purging of our… information network, is a⁠—”

“County militia man in the Republic, yes? I am one and the same,” Orodan interjected.

“Which is a puzzle, since no ordinary seventeen-year old militia man of the Republic should be capable of besting Grandmasters and fighting Transcendents,” Eldarion smoothly explained. “What might the answer for that be, Orodan Wainwright?”

Balastion looked at him with concern and the intent to interject, but Orodan waved him off.

No matter how many times people told him it was a bad idea, he was a poor liar. And keeping secrets was quite difficult for him.

He was like a bull in a pottery shop when it came to battle, and the same applied to his diplomacy. When it came to important matters, for Orodan Wainwright, the only way forward was in a straight line.

“That would be because I’m⁠—”

“Orodan, no! These elves are not to be trusted!” Balastion tried intervening.

“—in a time loop.”

Balastion could only sigh in resignation, while Vespidia looked amused, and Demosthenos carefully watched his emperor. On the elven side, the two Avatars were struck silent, Virion Ethweni looked as though he wanted to say something, and Eldarion…

…had a curious and interested smile on his face.

“Quite the intriguing tale! Tell me more, friend.”

And so, three hours of discussion passed as Orodan explained each and every single thing about the time loops to the elven party.

Cithrel and Athandelu weren’t happy about the fact he’d freed Faraine in the last long loop. Virion looked angry, and Eldarion simply continued listening intently.

“This is beyond outrageous! We’ve done nothing to offend you, and you would still aid an enemy in freeing a prisoner of ours?” Cithrel asked. “What have we done to deserve your enmity?”

“On the contrary, I don’t consider Eldiron my enemy whatsoever. Merely the unfortunate obstacle between me and freeing Faraine in order to help my friend,” Orodan replied.

A soft laugh rang out.

“You truly are something else, Orodan Wainwright,” Eldarion said with an amused chuckle. “From a poor militia man in the Republic, to the World Conqueror of Alastaia. Your character is that of a cannonball, straightforward and to the point, both in combat and in how you approach your goals.”

“Of course. People would often call me stupid for the way I did things. Yet, I refused to change who I was. And why should I? My approach works,” Orodan defended. “Even now I’m still the same warrior who rushed to his death in his first life. I see my nature not as a weakness, but as one of my strengths.”

“Indeed, I would agree with that assessment. Whoever chose you for this time loop either made the worst possible decision, or the best one. A warrior who lives for battle, one with a straightforward and ferocious temperament which would put even the most savage beasts to shame,” Eldarion praised. “Anyhow, I believe we now understand where you stand.”

“Then, for the matter of Faraine…”

“We shall let her go, as long as you pass a test of mine,” Eldarion said.

“Eldarion? No! We cannot allow ourselves to be pushed around⁠—”

“My love, do you not trust me?” the elf gently asked.

“I do…”

“Then have faith that there is a reason for this,” Eldarion explained. “We already know that Orodan Wainwright is powerful enough to battle Transcendents. And from what he says about this time loop, he also possesses Divine Resistance. I’m not a combat specialist, and the very nature of that skill renders the remaining three of you impotent. Better we release her on our terms that we might speak to her ourselves.”

“A test?” Orodan asked.

“Yes, a test. Hearing of your personality, I doubt you will refuse,” Eldarion said. “In all your talk of this time loop, a common factor is this strange and endless willpower of yours, correct?”

“I’m not known for quitting, that much is true,” Orodan replied.

“Perfect, then you will not balk at the prospect of facing down my voice and resisting its commands, no?”

“An odd proposition, what’re you hoping to gain out of this?” Orodan asked.

“You see, Orodan Wainwright, my Gold-Tongued Persuasion skill is at the Grandmaster-level. It’s been at that level for nearly eighty thousand years. And while I’m ready to advance past that and have more than enough comprehension and understanding to do so… anyone I practice on, does not,” Eldarion explained. “What I ask for then, is for your endless willpower to be the target of my skill. Might you be the whetstone upon which I strive for Transcendence?”

Orodan’s eyes took on a pleased look. A chance to sharpen his mind and mettle against a powerful social skill?

“I agree! It’ll be good training,” he replied with a grin.

“I do not want there to be any bad blood between us, so I’ll be entirely honest,” Eldarion said. “If you fail, you’ll succumb to a mental suggestion to befriend me and act in the best interests of Eldiron. If you succeed… well, tell me what occurs once someone passes Grandmastery in the next loop, will you? Give me that information in following loops, and I shall happily be amenable to releasing Faraine moving forward.”

A mad gamble. If Orodan didn’t have strong will, Eldarion stood to gain a powerful ally through the brainwashing of a social skill. And if it failed? He supposedly would cross the hundredth level in the skill due to the difficulty of persuading Orodan. And from there, he gambled on Orodan remembering what occurred and telling him in the next loop.

“So, if I fail, you brainwash me. And if I succeed, you use me to acquire information?” Orodan asked, and Eldarion nodded. “Heh! I like it! You’re straightforward with your scheming, at least.”

“I had a feeling you would. You seem the type to appreciate honesty, even if you’re on the receiving end of a ploy,” the elf said. “Prepare yourself, Orodan Wainwright. For my voice has swayed even Gods!”

A manic grin spread across Orodan’s face as he spread his arms wide and beckoned for the elf to speak.

And he did.

“Kneel, Orodan Wainwright. Kneel and serve the interests of Eldiron for the betterment of Alastaia!”

Orodan’s world shook, his soul quivered, and his mind wanted to bow before the words.

The other cultivator he’d met, that lute-wielding woman, possessed some sort of mind influencing skill too, he was sure of it. But she hadn’t used it directly on Orodan. This man, did.

It was insidious, not a mental command but one which beckoned to his very sense of conscience, emotions, and ethics.

In no way was this the power of a Grandmaster. It was beyond that!

In fact, if Orodan’s Status somehow went awry and listed his Domain of Perfect Cleaning at level 1, it wouldn’t take away the understandings and comprehension he intrinsically possessed. A single usage of the skill with his intrinsic understandings and full power would be enough to return it to its normal level in his Status.

This then, was someone who’d been holding their skill back for far too long. Their understandings and comprehension of the skill far exceeded what their Status displayed. And now that Eldarion was using his Gold-Tongued Persuasion at full power, and applying every single bit of comprehension and insight he’d held back for thousands of years…

…it was beyond what any Grandmaster could do.

He had Eldritch Resistance to blunt the insidious corruption of the world core when he’d fought Alastaia. He had Psionic Resistance to blunt enemy psionics. But this was neither Psionic nor Eldritch. It was empowered by soul energy and purely social.

And how desperately did he want to comply with the elf’s request.

Would it truly be so bad? To be friends with Eldarion and assist Eldiron? The kneeling was merely a symbolic act, right? The gratitude, wealth, and favor of the elves would be his. Hells, he could work with them to get his revenge and perhaps have a good life. Bring Zaessythra back…

The thoughts filled his mind to an extent that not even the world core of Alastaia had been capable of.

Until finally…

…his eyes sharpened, and Orodan Wainwright took control of his own mind once more.

A roar of unfaltering determination erupted from his lips. His soul energy rocketed upwards, and a force of endless will smashed into his mind and cleared the foul thoughts spawned by Eldarion’s social skill.

He refused to be brainwashed.

“Tsk! How utterly stubborn!” Eldarion exclaimed. “Like punching diamond. How does anyone get anything through to you?”

They often didn’t, Orodan wanted to say. Unfortunately, there was no time for that.

The crown he wore in the form of an armband allowed him to detect the world energy coalescing around Eldarion. The world energy came together in the form of System glyphs and symbols and began wrapping around the elf.

“It… it comes! Look closely and tell me of what occurs the next loop we meet!” Eldarion exclaimed.

The System glyphs continued arranging themselves around the elven ascendant, and it remained to be seen whether Eldarion would go the path of divinity or Transcendent.

As the formation of the System’s glyphs reached an apex, something descended.

It was a strange humanoid being, composed of impossible geometric shapes and angles which promised madness if one gazed for too long. System glyphs continued flitting in and out of existence upon its body, but the few that Orodan could make out were of a profound quality, beyond the kind on world gates. Perhaps matched only by what he’d seen on the pylon attached to Alastaia’s world core.

[Beginning Trial - Time Stasis Initialized]

Everything around him was dead still. Frozen utterly in time. The sky, the stars… this stasis likely extended very far.

In a sense, it was chronomancy. But the difference was akin to an ant versus a divine. The powerful chronomantic energy wrapped right around Orodan with a frightening amount of power and sought to lock him in time like everything else.

His own Eternal Soul Reactor flared at full power, and he churned out as much as he could in order to resist.

[Warning - High Energy Signature Detected. Diverting More Power]

Orodan continued resisting by flooding his own body with as much soul energy as possible. Thankfully, whatever it was, it seemed content to defeat him with an endless flood of energy rather than increasing the intensity where Orodan might’ve killed himself by drawing upon levels of soul energy his body couldn’t handle.

A battle of endurance. A test of capacity.

A fight Orodan had full confidence in winning, even if the very System was against him.

Time passed, and Orodan closed his eyes, simply meditating and focusing on endlessly churning soul energy to resist the Time Stasis. Even Eldarion’s Trial was frozen until the System being felt the Time Stasis was fully locked in and encompassed everything.

An hour passed, then five more.

The strange being had no eyes, merely System glyphs which shifted, changed, and phased in and out of sight. No change was apparent in it despite Orodan’s resistance.

A full day passed, and only then did something change.

[Warning - High Energy Signature Persisting. Diverting More Power]

Discouraging for anyone else perhaps, but not Orodan. He would continue churning his soul forever if he had to.

Days turned to weeks, which then turned to a month.

The System being was locked in the exact same position. Floating in the air, arms at its sides, completely dispassionate and emotionless as the only movement it had was the shifting System glyphs.

At the three-month mark, another message arrived.

[Warning - High Energy Signature Persisting. Diverting More Power. Unit at Risk of Corruption]

The message was encouraging. Yet the trend was that each message would arrive after a longer interval. Still, Orodan knew he could force this System being into submission through attrition.

Months passed until the year mark came and went.

[Eternal Soul Reactor 94 → Eternal Soul Reactor 95]

It was finally in the second year of this ongoing battle for dominance that the next message came.

[Warning - High Energy Signature Persisting. Diverting More Power. Unit Corruption Approaching]

Orodan smiled, only for it to be quickly wiped off his face at a following message which displayed immediately after.

[Override Protocol Initiated - Incomplete Time Stasis Acceptable. Trial Resuming. Administrator Notified]

Another message about this Administrator? Just who were they?

Everything was still in stasis, but the chronomantic effect attempting to freeze Orodan had stopped. And the being descended unto Eldarion.

He couldn’t hear what was said between them as Eldarion was unfrozen and allowed to converse. But suddenly, a perfect clone of Eldarion appeared in front of the elf, and they were both behind podiums. Orodan couldn’t hear what was said, but from the look of it… was the elf expected to beat a version of himself?

Improving against oneself… no matter how much power a Grandmaster held or how long they prepared for, such a test was designed to strain anyone to their limits. In fact, Eldarion, who’d held back for thousands of years… would be at a disadvantage, as all low-hanging fruit to improve with had already been plucked.

The elf’s face showed signs of frustration and rage as he sought for insights and epiphanies that never came.

An hour of speech between the two passed, and Eldarion finally resigned with a grim look on his face.

[Trial Concluded - Relegation to Divinity. Trial Taker Memory Altered. Time Stasis Concluded]

The System being vanished, and everything returned to normal. With the exception of a now vanished Eldarion.

“What… happened?” Virion asked. “What has happened to Lord Eldarion? Where has he gone!”

“No need to worry, dear Virion… my love has finally come… the divine realm bids him welcome at last,” Cithrel spoke.

“Then… Lord Eldarion has ascended at last? He is… a God in essence and being.”

The birth of a new God. Eldarion, God of Friendship. And if what he said before was an indicator, his pantheon had eased his entry significantly by promoting his worship prior to his ascension.

“Now then… about Faraine,” Orodan said.

“Granted. Take that miserable wretch with you and tell her to never bother us again… what a joyous day…” Cithrel muttered. “If anything, I owe you a debt of gratitude for giving Eldarion the hope that he can become a Transcendent. It caused him to attempt ascension early and become relegated to the divine realm. In the future… if you ensure my husband takes his rightful place with me as a God, I shall give you no problem in the matter of the traitor. Now, I must go and give my darling a proper greeting.”

Orodan could only look on, flabbergasted. That really was too easy. Who knew that things would work out so smoothly and that Cithrel was a love-deprived Goddess whose attitude changed the moment her husband joined her in the divine realm?

The Avatars departed alongside Virion, leaving only the imperial side.

“Vespidia… can you confirm it?” Orodan asked.

“Yes… yes! She has been set free!” Vespidia said, tears filling her eyes.

That was good. That settled the last hurdle before his long-time foe. Orodan had honestly been expecting a pitched battle against the full might of Eldiron, but a part of him was glad things had turned out this way. Even if the chance to do battle had been lost.

Most importantly, he’d glimpsed for himself the trial to reach either Transcendence or Godhood. And the terrifying force of the System that descended as a result.

But even that being, hair-raising as it was, could only be a precursor to what might descend next.

For the question yet remained…

Just who was this ‘Administrator’ that had been notified? It was twice now that name had popped up in a System message.
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“Are you certain of this course of action?” The first emperor asked, as the man paced about the throne room with worry.

“I’ve purged the world core itself of the Eldritch energy running through it,” Orodan said. “While the Eldritch Avatar is powerful in combat, I’ve now also grown capable of surviving Transcendents and besting its sibling… the Void Horror.”

“I hear you, and I believe you’re capable of all these feats,” Balastion replied. “Yet, I still worry, for this is an age-old foe we’ve known of for a long time now. Why not face it with us? Why insist on taking it upon your own shoulders? Surely you can use spatiomancy to have assistance in the battle?”

“No… I’ve had enough people die fighting alongside me,” Orodan sharply shut down. “I respect your offer. But this I must do on my own. These time loops, all this strength I’ve acquired, what’s the point of it all if I can’t handle this fight myself? Besides… I’ve always been fighting alone.”

“Fair enough… our belief is with you, Orodan Wainwright,” Balastion Novar spoke. “We might have gotten off to a rocky start, but you’ve done naught but act in the best interests of Novarria… and in another time, we were even friends. While I remember nothing of that, the least I can do for all you’ve done is give you my utmost gratitude.”

“There’s no need for that,” Orodan said. “Ever since I met Cyvrosdyr the Eternal Winter, I took the Quest off his shoulders. Too many people I cared for died at its hands… and this time, I intend to repay the favor and teach the Eldritch Gods a lesson.”

Balastion could only nod as Orodan looked upward, to an incredibly distant part of the sky. A team of astronomers and diviners had set up on the peak of the royal citadel and were tracking the position of the descending Eldritch comet in the void between stars.

“Its position is along this line, sir,” one astronomer spoke. “C-can you… can you truly cast a Spatial Fold all that distance away? It’s beyond even our sun…”

“I’ve reached the sun before,” Orodan casually replied, much to the man’s shock and paling face.

Orodan had reached the blazing ball before, even if it and its denizens were rather unfriendly. And that hadn’t taxed him overly much. So, to reach this moving comet which was perhaps a third farther out? Not an issue.

The real problem had been locating it and tracking its movements. If it was past the sun currently, then Orodan couldn’t see it and his Vision of Purity didn’t extend that far. To that end, the team of diviners and astronomers were quite helpful in locating its current position and pointing Orodan toward it.

“I hope it needn’t be said, but please don’t come back corrupted by the Eldritch,” Balastion said. “I know you have Eldritch Resistance, but I must warn you all the same. If you were hostile, I do not think anyone on Alastaia could stop you. Perhaps Eldiron and whatever weapons they have in reserve might do it, but Inuan and Guzuhar would be annihilated.”

Frankly, Orodan wasn’t sure if even Eldiron could stop him if he truly wanted to destroy the world. Perhaps some ancient dragon who’d been around for a very long time might have to come out of seclusion, and even then, he doubted anything beneath the level of a Transcendent could actually kill him.

Unfortunately, Orodan’s enemies included beings who were Transcendents.

All the more reason to take the Eldritch Avatar out quickly so he could wrap up his affairs on Alastaia and head to Xian. He needed to get stronger. He intended to hunt down this Hegemony and get some answers on who was controlling the time loops.

“If I ever feel myself succumbing to corruption, I’ll burn myself to death by generating fatal amounts of soul energy,” Orodan said as he looked up. “Anyhow, Balastion, please evacuate everyone. It’s time.”

The assembled team, Balastion included, all departed the top of the imperial citadel.

Titanic amounts of power gathered around him as he prepared to cast the most powerful Spatial Fold he ever had. Space trembled around him, and minor tears began appearing as his hand contained the unfathomable power of a calamitous Spatial Fold. If he turned it downward, he might cause some severe destruction throughout Alastaia as space warped.

His target though, was in the stars. And with an exhale, Orodan cast Spatial Fold at the descending Eldritch comet.

[Space Mastery 65 → Space Mastery 67]

[Spatial Fold 67 → Spatial Fold 69]

The very sky and horizon were warped, and Alastaia’s atmosphere might have been affected to an extent, but it was all for the purpose of eliminating one of the greatest threats to the world.

He stepped through the fold and crashed into a purplish-gray rock hurtling through space at great speed.

The being within noticed his intrusion and the tentacles upon the rock attempted to assault him.

“Not this time,” Orodan said, carving the tentacles apart in a blitz of aggressive swordplay.

More came his way, but he carved them apart too, and then his Domain of Perfect Cleaning enveloped the entirety of the Eldritch comet.

The tentacles were eradicated, the corrupted bits of shell were disintegrated as the very rock itself was purified. And as the domain began reaching inwards and contacted the Eldritch Avatar itself, it shrieked, and the comet exploded as it tore itself free to emerge.

Pupil-less white eyes stared him down as they both drifted in the void of space where no gravity existed.

In the past, every single time he’d faced it, he was the last one standing. This time, he was the only one standing. Because he chose to be the only one facing it.

“Who are you to dare assault us with that foul skill?” the Eldritch Gods spoke. “One of Alastaia’s champions? Come… let us show you the truth.”

“I’ve seen glimpses of the truth from a source far more profound than you,” Orodan replied. “The very world core where the Eldritch begins to seep through when the System is overused. Your truth does not concern me.”

“You know of the truth and yet remain untouched? Strange… let us examine you closer.”

“On the contrary, it shall be I who examines you,” Orodan said as his weapons were drawn. “I believe you’re due for a good cleaning.”

No more was said between Orodan and his long-hated foe. Gravity didn’t pull him downward, so melee combat in the void between stars was more than a little difficult. Orodan got around this by generating clones, throwing them to where he wanted to go and using the Whirlpool Whirlwind portion of his Domain of Perfect Cleaning to pull himself wherever he needed.

He also had spatiomancy, but he felt that was a cheap method of travel when he could instead train Domain of Perfect Cleaning.

Soul empowered sword and shield met Eldritch limbs, and Orodan’s weapons held firm. The Eldritch Avatar was strong, frighteningly so now that three Gods were empowering it. But it used Eldritch energy, which he had a resistance against, and he was strong enough to best the Void Horror.

Thus, even as Orodan was overpowered and knocked around by its superior strength, his sword held, and his shield withstood its assault. He took no damage.

His return of an Endless Blitz of All-Strikes slowed its own assault as it was preoccupied with not taking too much damage in turn. And of course, Warrior’s Reciprocity made it pay dearly for blows which impacted his shield.

“Champion of an ignorant world! How dare you defy us!” it roared.

“Champion? Do you not see what I wear?” Orodan said as he pointed to the crown of Alastaia upon his arm. And in response, it twitched violently.

“World Conqueror! But none on that world should have had the strength for such a feat!” it roared in disbelief. “Enough… perhaps Alastaia can wait. There are other worlds that require the spread of the truth.”

And of course, in a wise move, it attempted to flee in a burst of Eldritch power which propelled it away.

Which Orodan immediately countered by dragging it back to him with the Domain of Perfect Cleaning.

“None of you filthy Eldritch divinities will escape today,” Orodan declared as he latched onto its neck and wrapped both arms around its large head from behind. “Once upon a time, you three attempted to possess me… to insidiously convert me to the truth. Now let’s see if I can’t cleanse you through this medium.”

His soul energy erupted and flooded the Eldritch Avatar. It began to be cleansed.

Its body, its being, its very soul, all were scoured. And the nine Blessings it possessed, were wiped clean.

However, Orodan didn’t want to stop there. During his conversation with Alastaia, he learned that the Eldritch Gods were corrupted divinities from a fallen world that had been around for too long without anyone managing to conquer and purify its world core. Subsequently, its world core had fallen to the Eldritch, and in turn, it corrupted not only the life upon the world, but also the Gods which held dominion.

But what could be corrupted, could also be purified.

And Orodan intended to not only best the Eldritch Avatar, but cleanse the Eldritch taint from the minds of the three Gods empowering it.

“No! Cease this immediately! We do not wish to be purified! We willingly chose this! To take the truth away is tantamount to killing us!” the Eldritch divinities roared.

“And what of the Void Horror you corrupted? Did you give him such a choice!” Orodan rebuked. “Your destruction of innocent worlds ends here. Using the Eldritch for such wicked deeds means you aren’t worthy of it. Allow me to set you free of the truth.”

Thousands of loops of effort, all dedicated to this end result. His will urged this; it demanded it. Even Orodan himself could not deny the endless desire within himself which had been set to a task so long ago and finally had it within sight.

The Incorruptible Being portion of Domain of Perfect Cleaning worked alongside Psionic Assault and Absolute Soul Dominion to truly purify the pieces of their consciousness that they’d sunk into the Eldritch Avatar. All while taking care to maintain the delicate mental thread between the small pieces of consciousness and their main minds in the divine realm.

They resisted madly at every opportunity, and it was difficult to simultaneously do to three divinities what he’d done to Ilyatana and Agathor one at a time. But Orodan was nothing if not determined.

Unfaltering determination and the power of his soul eventually won out, and all three divinities were successfully cleansed. He then let the remnant pieces of consciousness return, to where they would hopefully begin the slow process of spreading their incorruptible purity among the Eldritch Gods in the divine realm.

[Domain of Perfect Cleaning 75 → Domain of Perfect Cleaning 76]

[Quest Completed → The Chosen Eldritch Star - Eldritch Avatar purified, Eldritch Gods purified, world protected]

[Reward Granted → Permanent +0.1 Title Multiplier]

[Soul at Capacity → Reward Aborted]

It was as expected, given how much space this particular Reward took inside of his soul. However, given what he’d discovered of its uses… it was worth every bit.

The Void Horror floated peacefully in the void between stars. Its eyes closed, the purplish-gray energy and veins, gone.

And as Orodan looked toward the sun and Alastaia, he cast a Teleportation.

It was time to wrap up his affairs.

But before he could await the arrival of the cultivators, there was but one more stop to make.

Someone quite close to Orodan who’d sacrificed much for him. If anything, it was a meeting he was both dreading and looking forward to in equal measure.
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Pegasi were not mindless creatures. Orodan knew the pegasi of the Eastern Kingdoms had their own clans and settlements, offering ridership and cooperation with the nations of the east in exchange for protection and cooperation with the people of those kingdoms.

And he also knew these pegasi, particularly those of a certain clan, held an important item within their vaults. One they thought was cursed.

Still, Orodan had manners and wouldn’t just rob them without compensation, though it wasn’t robbery much as it was the rescue of a sapient being trapped in the form of a book.

His Teleportation overpowered and shattered the anti-spatiomancy wards, causing the immediate shriek of the alarm system as he stepped into their energy battery room. From there it was a matter of mere seconds to charge them all up to full in an instant.

The clan had on-duty human guards too; pegasus knights. And a few of them tried diving him, lances couched and the full momentum of their pegasi behind them. The lances simply shattered on his skin, his defensive and resistance skills too high in level for the Elite-level knights to hurt him. This in combination with him kicking down the doors to their vault?

It caused some panic.

“Hold! He’s a Grandmaster at minimum!” the leader of the on-duty knights roared in warning, lance shattered and shoulder dislocated from trying to impale Orodan.

“Intruder! Sound the alarm!” one pegasus roared. “He’s going for the vault!”

“No… wait! He’s entering the cursed item sanctum! Send word to the King of Ravastaran!”

Ignoring the treasures which others would see as far more valuable, he cracked the doors to the cursed item sanctum. Within, there were a decent number of cursed objects held for safekeeping. Tomes of demon summoning, a crown and a scepter belonging to a lich, and the cursed book which was supposedly the phylactery for the ancient lich Exus Baldrimon.

Although Orodan knew in truth that this book housed the soul of the ancient being known as Zaessythra.

His annoying and least favorite book. Who had also given her life for him…

Upon laying eyes on her book-bound form, Orodan’s heart had a strange feeling of melancholy.

Yet instead of opening the book, the first thing he did was simple.

He hurled her across the room.

“Gwuh!” she squawked like an indignant bird. “W-what was that? How dare anyone throw the ancient and mighty Exus Baldrimon!”

“You’re not Exus Baldrimon, so stop lying,” Orodan said, stepping forward despite the low-level mental and soul assaults he was now receiving even without touching her book-bound form.

“And you’re no common thief! Come, open me up and learn the secrets of undeath, there is much I can teach you…” she crooned with suspicious sweetness. And Orodan, having spent much time with her, knew that dangerous tone.

Still, he had weathered her assaults enough times by now. And he had faced foes who’s mental and soul assaults could topple nations.

His hands were placed upon her, and the psionic pain and soul assaults hit him in tandem. Typical Zaessythra.

“Must you always be so prickly every time I come to get you?” Orodan asked.

“Y-you! How are you unaffected entirely? Who are you? Unhand me immediately!” she shouted.

“I’ve felt pain far worse than this,” Orodan said with a grin, recalling her final act of sacrifice. “And I know you, you uppity tome. You’re not even going two-thirds as hard as you could be. You big softie.”

“L-lies! You dare provoke me! Then feel the full power of a centuries old lich!”

“Which we have established, you are not,” Orodan replied, deadpan as he bore the increased assault without issue.

“You don’t even know me!” she yelled, pages rapidly flipping one to the next as harsher assaults hit him.

“Correction… you don’t know me, something I’m hoping to rectify. But in another time, you did,” Orodan said. “I’m Orodan Wainwright. You often called me a fool, a stubborn stone-headed bull, and an idiot. But… I suppose I was also your friend.”

Contrary to expectations, for once, she actually stopped her assault and seemed to listen.

“You… I’ve never seen you before,” she replied. “What trick are you playing?”

“No trick, unless you want me to bring you a bowl of mixed fruit and fish,” Orodan said with a grin. “I admit to enjoying some exotic foods myself, but that combination sounds dreadful.”

“Urk! It’s the most horrid thing you could ever serve! How do you even know that about me?” she demanded, and then her tone turned sharply paranoid. “Which member of the Hegemony sent you!”

The mention of that name caused a dark shadow of anger to loom over him.

“None. In fact, I plan to find and confront them all for what they did to you,” Orodan said, rage simmering beneath the surface. “Although, it’ll be some time before I can fight that many-armed God…”

“Astalavar… you’ve seen his form in the material plane then? Who are you really?” she asked.

“I’ve already said who I am… but the better question is… who are you?” Orodan asked, and then cradled her tome-form almost gently for what he was about to do. “Come, we have much to do and revenge to get. Zaessythra, World-Queen of Vylrystia.”

As though a magical word of power had been uttered, the very sanctum shifted, and the book in his hands containing the soul of Zaessythra began to glow. Her screams started as her soul began the process of melding, and Orodan couldn’t help but grimace a bit as he was still concerned for her, even if she didn’t know him in this loop.

Perhaps he could help in restoring the moon? It was necessary to assist in unlocking more of her memories and subsequently assisting with her soul meld.

But despite the sting in his eyes as he thought of their time together and the bitterness in his heart as he recalled her final sacrifice, Orodan wouldn’t have it any other way.

After all, if he was supposed to be ‘World-King’ of Alastaia, what better place to receive advice from than a former ruler herself?

He just hoped she didn’t insist he be too hands-on with taking care of the world.
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Like that, two months passed.

The moon was restored, netting him seven levels in Time Mastery and eleven levels in Time Reversal.

It was an absurd feat which he hadn’t been able to do alone, of course, not unless he wanted to end the loop and die from the soul energy overloading his body. The Republic, Novarria, Eldiron, and even the clans and kingdoms of Guzuhar had sent mages of all sorts to help align the pieces of the moon back together so he could fuse them.

The greatest help of all, though, had been the dragon flights. In contrast to humans, dragons were naturally used to channelling absolutely vast amounts of energy. If any species could aid Orodan and give him advice in reversing time for the entire moon, it was them. And while it had been a truly close thing, in tandem with everyone’s help, his endless reserves of power had done the trick. Alastaia had a restored moon yet again.

And using that, Zaessythra’s soul had been restored to mostly optimal condition as she remembered who she was.

There had been a brief temptation to go even further, to restore Vylrystia itself… but Orodan was nowhere near powerful enough to attempt such a thing yet. It had been destroyed hundreds of thousands of years ago. Reversing time on that scale? He would die from energy overload tens of thousands of times over before he could even approach a feat like that.

That aside, there had been a number of sweeping changes to the world.

Zaessythra, his Novarrian allies, the dragons, and chief powers of Eldiron alongside certain Gods he got along well with had been informed of the time loop. She found it exceedingly stupid that he simply told everyone about it, but that was as expected of her. She was the brains to his brawns, and unfortunately for her, he simply continued acting the bull in a pottery shop, much to her frustration.

Besides the matter of the time loop, he’d also made some visits to repay debts and address some issues.

The dwarves had their monopoly of slavery broken. Zukelmux and his tribe were brought over to the Empire after their mole overlords were dealt with, Aliya’s brother was resurrected and her family were given a good life in Novarria, and Mahari was shadowed by the finest tutors money could buy. And Orodan paid Guzuhar a visit and purged all Avatars of the foul God Agorhiku before giving the raider tribes the ultimatum of ceasing their bloodshed or facing death.

Much as Orodan wished he could personally be involved with it all, particularly with his friends, his work with Zaessythra in ensuring fair world energy distribution, conflict resolution across the continents, and the like, took precedence.

He wasn’t a ruler. He was a warrior.

He cared not for the politicking, the logistics, and diplomacy. But Zaessythra did. And she was ruthless. She acted as his right hand in most situations, but in truth she was scarily good at coming up with plans, identifying situations, and resolving potential conflicts on her own. Often time with violence. Her past as the World-Queen of Vylrystia made her shockingly competent at handling these issues.

They’d gotten along well, but sometimes he felt that Zaessythra was overly concerned whenever she caught him staring at her with a look of melancholy in his eyes.

He’d told her everything about the time loops. But the one thing he’d left out was the growing weight upon his heart at having to start all over again, all alone, at the end of each loop. She was perceptive and had likely caught on, but he wasn’t ready to address that himself yet.

True to the words of that cultivator woman, nobody else had come for Orodan or Alastaia during this time either. Whatever she’d done to obscure his homeworld worked quite well.

And now, the planned meeting in six months had been moved up to two. Particularly since the restoration of the moon was a rather eye-catching feat which caused the cultivators to return for an early visit.

And Orodan, as always, recanted the tale of the time loops to them in full, something Zaessythra fiercely argued against of course. But such was his straightforward way.

“So that’s how you got so strong… What an incredible power. A time loop that defies all the Gods and elders…” Jian Song muttered. “Truly, we were smart to befriend you, Orodan.”

“In all honestly, I still don’t know whether I happened into it on the day of or if this was pre-ordained in some way,” Orodan said. “Given what I heard from the world itself, I’m inclined to think the latter. Something caused the pylon to pulse on the day of my birth, and even the world admits the Quest wasn’t supposed to go to me. Are you sure you’ve never heard of such pylons in your time?”

It was the woman who spoke up.

“I’ve seen similar System-inscribed devices, but nothing quite like this. Even when I examined it, it’s unlike any I’ve seen before,” Jian Yixia said in a most gentle and calming tone, which made even the void of space tremble and yearn for peace. “Whoever made and sent it to your world must’ve been quite concerned about the possibility of discovery, for its upper portion is a perfect mimicry of standard divine energy. It’s only upon close inspection of the bottom half that its relation to the System becomes apparent.”

“And this ‘Administrator’…”

“I’ve heard of them, mainly from the truly ancient ancestors. Our emperor knows of them too,” Jian Yixia said. “But I’ve never seen one myself. They’re supposedly agents of the System’s will. I… do not know what your tampering with the trial of ascension means, but I urge you move with caution. Worry not, our emperor will aid you.”

Zaessythra’s fluttering got more than a little… pensive? Odd.

“I already have the Hegemony on my list of enemies, what’s one more?” Orodan said with a laugh.

“You’re fortunate that Xian is outside of the Hegemony’s influence. The most trouble we have going on in our world is the conflict surrounding the soul nexus,” she said. “The ruling overlord faction of our sector is the Celestial Court ruled by the emperor, whose close alliance with the Conclave in the neighboring sector often leads to us butting heads with the Hegemony. Rest assured, Astalavar will not hunt you while you are upon Xian.”

Relief, not for himself, but mainly for Zaessythra. Perhaps she could find a safe place to live at the end of all this. Though from the look of it she didn’t seem to trust these cultivators very much.

“Well, my affairs upon Alastaia are concluded. A council of Inuan, Eldiron, and Guzuhar now ensure my world is being steered in a good direction,” Orodan said.

A truly good direction too; with a little ‘assistance’ from the former gate guardians from time to time to keep wicked upstarts in line. Who knew the Void Horror siblings, now reunited, enjoyed dispensing justice?

“Excellent! Then dare I ask…”

“No need to ask. I think I could use a change of scenery. I’ve seen otherworlders so often, but now, perhaps it’s time for me to be the otherworlder,” Orodan said. “We’d like to travel to the world of Xian with you, if you’ll have us. From there, perhaps I can work on gaining strength and finding this Hegemony.”

Jian Song and Jian Yixia’s faces erupted with smiles, though Zaessythra seemed oddly subdued about the entire affair.

For so long, Orodan had been stuck dying over and over again in a time loop. And while he was still in one, for the first time, the horizon in front of him looked to be clear, with no immediate threat in sight. Just his long-term goals of revenge and acquiring answers about the time loops.

A world of cultivators, flying swords, ‘sects’ and these ‘young masters’ he kept hearing about. And beyond that, other worlds besides just those of the cultivators.

Orodan Wainwright intended to stubbornly grind his skills upon each and every one of them.


Chapter 5
A New World & A Greater Universe


Ahram-Taj, the capital city of the Kingdom of Ravastaran, of the Eastern Kingdoms.

He had seen Eastern Kingdom-style architecture already, during the two times he’d been at the Inter-Academy Tournament at Marasthus. But that was a border city ruled by one of the smaller kingdoms.

Ahram-Taj, however, was the capital city of the largest of the eastern nations. A nation whose rulers held the position of King of the East since the confederation of the Eastern Kingdoms. It was the capital of the oldest and strongest of the confederation, and was the second-oldest human city on Inuan.

History, heritage, and tradition. These things could palpably be felt as Orodan stood above the city and gazed upon its aged architecture. A brief look through the river of time, for even the smallest of bricks told him these buildings had been around for a while. Unlike the gaudy and opulent tourist-bait that Marasthus was, this was a city not meant to impress visitors, but where the locals lived.

A small part of him wished he could visit alongside Mahari, but the version of Mahari that was his friend no longer existed.

And the view from atop the flying sword was quite nice.

“Is the flying sword not the pinnacle of transportation? The epitome of grace and beauty?” Jian Song asked as he stood in front of Orodan. The sword was long enough to accommodate them both standing upon it.

“I still think I’d prefer a flying shield,” Orodan replied. “More space to stand on, and you can use the shield straps to secure additional cargo during flight.”

“Ridiculous! How can a clumsy and inelegant shield compare to the masterwork of all weaponry that is a sword?” Jian Song said. “This blade is designed with aerodynamics and swiftness in mind. A shield would travel far slower!”

“I’ll have you know, I use a sword as well,” Orodan replied. “But your argument makes no sense. First of all, I’m sure I can find some method of making a flying shield go faster through feeding it more power. The top speed shouldn’t be limited whether I use a sword or a shield.”

“Yet, the sword will go faster for the same amount of energy,” Jian Song fired back.

“Fair point, but energy isn’t an issue for me. And if you’re assaulted mid-flight, can you defend yourself as easily with a sword? If I rode a flying shield, I could turn it towards the attack,” Orodan argued. “Hells, I could simply charge through enemy fire if I had a second shield to cover myself with. Like a flying turtle.”

“Bah! You would get along well with the Xuanwu sects…” Jian Song muttered, the Sword Transcendent ceasing arguing the point any further.

A peaceful sigh left the lips of Jian Yixia, who was riding alongside them on a flying sword of her own.

“Come now, don’t you think the argument is a pointless one? Your sword elitism is showing. Little Song… were you not defeated in a duel against the Thousand Broom Sovereign ten thousand years ago?” Jian Yixia asked, and Jian Song’s redness could be seen from behind on the man’s neck.

“Big sister!” the Sword Transcendent protested. “Must you reveal such things openly?”

An innocent smile on her serene face was the only answer she gave.

Jian Song cleared his throat.

“Is this where the reincarnator is?” Jian Song asked.

“Well, this is his city, at least,” Orodan answered. “From what I recall, he should be at Rubywater Academy.”

“And you don’t know where he is?” Jian Song asked.

“I’ve never been to this city before,” Orodan said.

“But you’re the Sovereign of this world!”

“Have you been everywhere on your world?”

“Of course!”

“Oh… well I haven’t gotten around to doing that,” Orodan replied. “Anyways, we can just summon him.”

“And how do you plan on⁠—”

A massive Flare shot out into the sky.

“Akelrim Vedharna! Come out! We wish to meet with you!” Orodan roared. “Your cultivator friends are here to see you!”

No answer was forthcoming. Or rather, no answer came from Akelrim, at least.

The ground lit up in a flash of violet, and the very clouds began swirling around the city like a vortex; it was a pretty sight. From below, from the king’s palace, came a golden figure flying toward them.

A pegasus the color of gold, lustrous wings radiating a brilliant light with a majestic mane of white fire. And atop it, a dark-skinned man with curly hair, incomparably ancient, wearing humble robes. But the man’s unassuming outfit belied the prowess he held. In his hands, a shield.

This, was the man who’d fought alongside the World Guardian Sarastuga in his first battle against the Eldritch Avatar. The ancestor of Mahari’s house.

A quadruple-Grandmaster. Orodan had a feeling the man was perhaps a half-step below the strength of Balastion Novar. In other words, not a threat to him. Once upon a time, this man would’ve been an epic foe. Not to be approached lightly, to be challenged over the course of many loops. Now, he had faced far greater foes. His battles were against Transcendents and Gods. A quadruple-Grandmaster was lacking.

“The Kingdom of Ravastaran greets you,” the man said respectfully. “From the descriptions I’ve read and seen, you must be Orodan Wainwright, correct?”

“That would be me, you are?”

“Balaji Vedharna, founder of the Eastern Kingdoms. My companion here is Alsatrar, the oldest living pegasus in the world, and Sarastuga the Blazing Light, our noble World Guardian, is nearby as well,” the man replied, warning at the same time. “Yet, before you, World-King, our pedigree means little. I hope you’ve come in peace today.”

Of course they’d heard of him. It was hard not to when the approaching Eldritch threat had been defeated, and all of Alastaia irrevocably changed. And placed under the rule of a joint council of powers across Guzuhar, Inuan, and Eldiron. Orodan didn’t intervene overly much in worldly affairs aside from ensuring the destruction of the raider tribes of Guzuhar and threatening the dwarves into ceasing certain practices. Still, he was known among the truly powerful.

“Of course. I’ve merely come seeking Akelrim Vedharna,” Orodan replied. “I’m here to invite him back to his homeworld, if he so desires.”

“That is… not ideal. Akelrim is the most talented youth our nation has ever produced. And whether he’s a reincarnator or not, he’s still a significant part of our combat prowess” the man said. “But, rejecting you would bring ruin upon my lands and people.”

Orodan raised his hands placatingly.

“Look, I’m not here to strongarm anyone. We merely wish to speak with Akelrim,” Orodan said. “If he decides he doesn’t want to return, we’ll leave with not a whit of complaint. And if he does come with us, I’ll have the council ensure you’re fairly compensated.”

Of course, he disagreed with the implication that this man had any right to refuse Akelrim’s return to his homeworld.

“Truly? That sounds quite reasonable. Lady Zaessythra is an excellent steward of your will, I can accept these terms,” Balaji said. “I see the rumors of your battle lust being tempered by a sense of restraint weren’t false.”

Balaji then gestured to someone on the ground, and soon, another pegasus sallied upward from the ground. Upon it… was a youthful man, perhaps twenty years of age. Just as Orodan remembered him from the last long loop.

Akelrim Vedharna.

And the man’s eyes were wide as saucers as he looked upon Jian Yixia and Jian Song, who had been content to sit back and let Orodan handle the diplomacy of their meeting thus far.

“R-revered elder!” Akelrim exclaimed. “How? How have you come here! This world is so far from the nexus; an impossible distance with plenty of horrid beasts in-between. I’d almost given up hope of seeing Xian again…”

“Now hold on a moment… who were you in your past life?” Jian Song asked.

“Ah… I apologize,” Akelrim said. “You might not have known me very well. But I was the prince’s loyal blade. I reached the semi-finals during the most recent grand inter-sect tournament, losing only to Prince Zhou Shan himself. And then… that dreadful assassination attempt on his life occurred, and I fell defending him.”

“Oh? You’re that chief bodyguard of his! Qing Luo, wasn’t it?” Jian Song asked in recognition. “The prince was insensate with rage when he learned your soul couldn’t be found in the nexus. Your body was rather unrecognizable from that molten hellfire acid the assassin struck you with. Good thing you stepped in to take that attack, could’ve been dangerous for the prince.”

Akelrim’s face twisted in shame and embarrassment at the comment, and Jian Yixia waved her brother back.

“Song, mind your words,” she spoke. “Giving one’s life in defense of others is no trivial matter, and being melted alive is a painful way to go.”

He agreed. Orodan recalled facing a similar death at the hands of an assassin on Alastaia once. It was one of his earliest deaths too.

“Thank you, elder…” Akelrim spoke. “Might I ask what happened to the prince? How has he been since then?”

“Zhou Shan yet lives,” Jian Yixia answered, causing Akelrim to exhale in relief. “He now fights in the dimensional divide. Commanding the Third Army of the Celestial Court in battle against the Puppet Sovereign and his foul devil spawn from the Hells.”

Akelrim’s hands clenched into fists as he heard this.

“Elder… I must return and fight alongside my prince, then!” Akelrim declared. “Let me fight at his side once more as his loyal protector!”

“Junior, do not act rashly. The reincarnation process has undoubtedly weakened you and thrown your soul into flux. It will take time for you to recover,” Jian Song stated. “Even at full power, you would be a mere cog in the wheel upon the battlefields that now rage. Why not live life and enjoy yourself upon this peaceful world? Unlike our Ascendent Sword Cluster, there is but one world here, a Sovereign who is benevolent, and no concerns of higher-order politics.”

“Elder… I understand, but my entire life was in service to the prince,” Akelrim said with insistence. “Ever since I took over this young man’s body during the moment of his death, I haven’t stopped thinking about Prince Zhou Shan and my duty to the Celestial Court.”

Jian Song could only shake his head, and Orodan merely looked on, as this was a discussion that didn’t involve him.

Jian Yixia stepped forth and laid a hand on the transmigrator’s shoulder.

“Qing Luo, you’ve already done much for the prince by giving your life for him,” she spoke calmly in a tone which had even Orodan relaxing. “Consider, however, that aside from being his sworn blade, you also meant much to him as a friend. With your death, your oath to the Celestial Court to protect him has also been fulfilled. Would the prince want you to dive headfirst into battle on his behalf again?”

“That is…”

“Besides, if you need to fight…”

Orodan interjected.

“…I can do it in your stead,” he said. “I quite enjoy the thought of engaging in a good battle in another world.”

Everything went silent. Jian Song and Jian Yixia were staring at him.

“What? Did I say something silly?” Orodan asked.

“No! Not at all. But… truly?” Jian Song asked. “You’ll just fight for us? For the cause of restoring the soul nexus to the rightful hands of the Celestial Court? Why?”

“Why not? I like fighting,” Orodan said, the most straightforward answer of them all. He then clenched his fist as a bloodthirsty smile appeared on his face. “And really, I just want to test myself against the mightiest foes you cultivators have to offer.”

“That is… certainly straightforward of you, Orodan Wainwright,” Jian Yixia muttered. “Here we had numerous arguments prepared, gifts in reserve, and lavish accommodations and courtesans to bribe you with. Are you really so willing to just fight for us?”

“Of course! Point me at the foe and let me get to work,” Orodan declared.

In response, even Jian Song, who seemed a more straightforward man, could only stare at Orodan, jaw agape. And Jian Yixia could only bring her hand to her face.

“This is a bit much… I was expecting to have this discussion over time on our world, hoping to win you to our side,” she said, actually losing a touch of calmness in a rare show. “Yet here you are, just happy to do battle.”

“I do love battle,” Orodan replied with a smile.

“Are you sure? This is a conflict which doesn’t involve you, and we aren’t so brutish as to expect an honored guest to fight for us immediately,” Jian Song replied.

“I insist. I haven’t had a good fight in two months,” Orodan complained. “The Avatars of the raider God on my world were pitiful, and I’ve been spoiling for a proper brawl ever since.”

“Your thirst for conflict is truly something else… I do not know what to even say,” Jian Yixia replied.

“I know what I’ll say,” Jian Song interjected with an out of place grin, and then clapped Orodan on the back. “Welcome to the Celestial Court, Orodan Wainwright!”

To the side, Akelrim Vedharna, or Qing Luo, could only stare as well.

“Elder… who is this man? Is he the reason for your arrival to this small corner of the universe?” Akelrim, or Qing Luo, asked.

“Indeed, he is,” Jian Yixia answered.

“The only way any sort of detectable signal would reach is if⁠—”

“Yes, precisely so,” she interjected. “He is the bearer of a Celestial skill.”

Akelrim’s eyes widened like saucers.

“Incredible! In a time of such strife, the heavens have granted us a golden goose! Destiny favors us! With him on our side, we now have three bearers of the Celestial,” the lost cultivator spoke. “Perhaps in a few centuries we can train him to a requisite level of strength?”

“He is already capable of surviving against a Devil King,” Jian Yixia clarified. “With Orodan Wainwright on our side, your concerns about Zhou Shan’s safety can be eased.”

“Truly? You survived the wrath of a Devil King itself? Prodigious…” Akelrim muttered.

They spoke for a few moments more as Akelrim asked questions about the particulars of that battle, his time on Alastaia, and how he’d gotten so strong.

And of course… as Orodan’s answer always was:

“Ah, I’m in a time loop.”
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Akelrim had of course listened with rapt attention as Orodan spoke. The man asked many questions, all of which Orodan answered.

“So, the reason I couldn’t learn the Dao…”

“Is because worlds have their own sets of skills,” Jian Song explained. “The reason we don’t worry about enemies learning the secrets of cultivation, is because of this. On our world, you’ll find the ability to learn certain skills possible at last.”

“But from what you told me, the Ascendent Sword Cluster, ruled by the Celestial Court, isn’t just comprised of one world,” Orodan said. “Does that mean this skill-restriction applies to more than just Xian? How can a world restrict a skill?”

“Worlds that are the birthplace of a skill can choose to restrict access to it,” Jian Song explained. “Or in the case of a conquered world, the Sovereign who rules it. And in our case, the Celestial Emperor determines which skills are allowed to spread as the Celestial Court holds the loyalty of many Sovereigns.”

“That’s incredible, to prevent the learning of a skill anywhere else but on certain worlds…” Orodan muttered. “That must imply a measure of control over the System itself. Are the powers of the cosmos truly so advanced?”

“Considering that my access to the System itself was cut off and damaged by the foul powers of the Hegemony, I would not underestimate this Celestial Court, Orodan,” Zaessythra chimed in, her pages jostling as the group flew for a nearby wormhole, carried by the music of the Lute Cultivator. And though she didn’t say anything directly, Orodan had grown used to the warning in her tone. “Cosmic powers, particularly at the highest levels, have the capabilities of influencing the System in some way.”

The group consisting of Orodan, Zaessythra, the Jian siblings, and Akelrim, were hurtling through the void between stars, carried by a melody; which made no sense whatsoever. Transcendence was a powerful thing. It was Orodan’s first time engaging in long-distance travel through the void between stars, and it was an eye-opening experience. He’d been to the void before, only for brief moments and in his latest fight against the Eldritch Avatar.

Traveling through it was a different matter.

For starters, monsters of the void. A majority were rather weak, being merely at the Elite and Master-levels. Likely due to the almost non-existent world energy which didn’t allow them to passively grow stronger with age. However, the ones that were strong, were very powerful. Jian Song mentioned that sometimes powerful monsters or beings would be exiled from their homeworlds, and this led to them floating about the void, waiting for something to latch onto.

Or something to feed upon. Which made travel in the void rather hazardous unless one had a requisite level of strength or the means of escape.

Nearer to Alastaia, the monsters were quite weak. Supposedly the Hegemony itself kept the void near worlds relatively safe; as did world cores themselves via subtle redirections. Farther out, that wasn’t the case. The void was a dangerous environment full of predatory and hungry things.

Nearby asteroids or debris in their travel path sometimes had powerful entities who eyed their party with covetous gazes, a mad hunger in them. They still had a sense of self-preservation, and upon looking at Orodan, or especially the Jian siblings, would stay quiet and avert their eyes. Still, he sensed more than a few quadruple-Grandmasters in the deeper reaches of the void as they approached the wormhole which would take them to their destination.

He understood now how a world core might ‘recruit’ defenders and servants of its will from among these disenfranchised creatures. And from what he’d been told, there existed certain dangerous pockets of the void where even Transcendents dared not tread lightly. Transcendent-level monsters existed in certain desolate corners of the void far away from worlds, and near cosmic phenomena such as dying stars and black holes. And even the powerful factions felt it a waste of manpower and resources to try and exterminate them all.

Jian Yixia’s voice brought him back to the conversation.

“Your companion speaks true,” Jian Yixia said. “Unless the Ascendent Sword Cluster were to be destroyed and the Celestial Court overthrown, this restriction cannot be overcome. We guard the ability to learn cultivation through the System ruthlessly and enjoy the advantage this gives us during inter-faction conflicts. Of course, restricting an entire category of skills in such a manner comes at a steep price. You’ve seen some of this already with the unique functions a world core gives you. Having dominion over many worlds eventually allows for the channelling of enough world energy which makes such things possible.”

“And this System restriction, it can’t be bypassed at all?” Orodan asked.

“Correct. Nobody I’ve met or heard of has defied the System restriction on locked skills,” Jian Song answered. “I have never met someone capable of learning the strange and monstrous skills of the devils. And neither have I met any capable of learning the weird holy magics of the Conclave’s worlds. Even certain skills you have, we cannot learn unless within Hegemony space and not bound by the restrictions.”

His talk with the Transcendent Jian siblings had opened his eyes to the greater universe. They’d told him much of how the universe functioned.

For starters, being the ruler of a world core was quite high on the cosmic hierarchy, but by no means the apex. Galactic powers such as the Hegemony, the Hells, and the Celestial Court ruled not just one, but multiple worlds. Orodan, the World-King of Alastaia, would be a Sovereign within the social structure of the Celestial Court. And while it was impressive and gave one much power, the Celestial Court had many Sovereigns who swore fealty to the Celestial Emperor. Many of them, rulers of multiple worlds.

Furthermore, cosmic factions held dominion over not just the material plane, but the divine realm and places beyond the dimensional divide. The Celestial Court itself had not just Transcendents serving it, but Gods of varying levels of power. Cosmic society extended to not just the material world he could see with his eyes, but dimensions beyond his sight, such as the divine realm and afterlife.

Which, consequently, was where the crux of the matter was with the current war being fought within the Ascendent Sword Cluster.

“Restricted skills aside, how do you fight over a soul nexus? Is that not the gateway to the afterlife?” Orodan asked. “I have a hard time comprehending how a battle can occur not only in the material plane but also the dimensional divide.”

“In a sense. You could say a soul nexus is more so the gathering of all the souls of the deceased and those yet to enter the cycle of reincarnation. It’s not so complex a picture as you’d think,” Jian Song said. “Once one has a requisite level of ability in manipulating the dimensional fabrics, you’ll realize the universe is a lot bigger than you think. Did you not speak about how one of the Hegemony’s Gods tore their way into the material plane to slay you? Whether through Dimensionalism or deep understanding of a concept which allows one to manipulate the dimensional fabric, it’s possible to make your way into places not apparent to the naked eye.”

Orodan thought about it. His understanding of Dimensionalism had shot up just from seeing and feeling the ripples caused by that God of the Hegemony in his last long loop. He wasn’t sure how long it would take him to access other dimensions, but it would take a while, especially if his talent in it wasn’t the greatest.

“Fair enough. But back to the question: what is the soul nexus?” Orodan asked. “You’ve told me there’s a war occurring for control over it. Yet, I don’t think my world had anything of the sort.”

“I assure you, it does. All souls within System space are drawn to the nearest soul nexus upon death. Only reason you never heard about it is because nobody on your world had anything to do with it. Certain Gods or Transcendents can see souls going to and from a soul nexus, but having actual control of it is a different matter. Which coincidentally is what the war is being fought over,” Jian Song answered. “We of the Celestial Court are a powerful faction, and until recently we had uncontested control over the soul nexus of our territory, as any self-respecting faction of power should.”

“And I take it that you currently don’t,” Orodan said, and Jian Song nodded. “Just how did this Puppet Sovereign you speak of take it over? There’s no way he just waltzed in and won through force, did he?”

“Feh… that bastard is backed by the Hells and their foul Devil Kings. Even killing a hundred generations of that vermin’s family won’t be enough to atone for what he’s done,” Jian Song spat with venom. “Jian Shao, the Great Betrayer. The disgraced brother of the Celestial Emperor. A devious schemer and backstabbing cretin who managed to seduce many to turn traitor alongside him. Multiple worlds and Sovereigns openly turned on the Celestial Court during his coup, and it was only with our bravery and skill of arms that the rebellion failed in the material plane and the betrayer’s forces were pushed back to the dimensional divide. Unfortunately, the traitor’s secondary ploy was using the majority of his forces alongside devil reinforcements to rush and capture the soul nexus, which is where the fighting is occurring now.”

“Of course, this was all thanks to the intervention of Prince Zhou Shan and the Third Army,” Qing Luo declared, and Orodan could swear he saw a sneer appear on Jian Song’s face at the mention. “Without my prince’s intervention during the initial coup, the tyrant would have control of both the soul nexus and the palace. Even now, it’s the Third Army of the Celestial Court under the prince that does battle in the dimensional divide, is it not?”

“Of course, Qing Luo, none would think to minimize the heroic contributions of the prince,” Jian Yixia gently said. “After all, we’re in this together against the puppet, and the Devil Kings who back him.”

“The Devil Kings of the Hells are also fighting in this war?” Orodan asked.

“Officially… no. Unofficially? Not uncommon to see demonic berserkers and bull demons among the ranks of the enemy. Though the cowards will lie and say they’re illusions or bound by Mind cultivators,” Jian Song said. “Also rather telling when the traitor and his inner circle of commanders have access to unique devil skills, it’s akin to publicly kowtowing and kissing devil feet.”

“The Hells lifted the restrictions on their skills for the rebels then?” Orodan asked, and the Jian siblings nodded. “Your conflict against them must go far back then, for them to happily empower a rebellious faction against you.”

“The devils have always been our enemy. Most beings in the galaxy hate them. Alongside our allies in the Conclave and other factions, we’ve laid siege for over half a million years and brought them down from nine hells to six,” Jian Song explained. “Just recently, perhaps five thousand years ago, we managed to completely destroy and turn barren the Seventh Hell. Multiple worlds and alliances participated in the battles, and the war was fought on numerous fronts as the Arch-Devils were exterminated and the Devil Kings slain. Still, there are six more layers of Hell to go, which will all be eliminated in time.”

Five thousand years ago? That lined up rather accurately with what he knew of Inuan’s history as well! The Cathedral and the powers of other continents had gotten together to launch a raid into the Hells, and officially, the story was that the Hells had been scoured clean. But Orodan now knew the mere destruction of the Seventh Hell and its Arch-Devils wasn’t equivalent to destroying it all. Whether the participants of that venture lied to make themselves seem big, or whether they’d genuinely thought it a victory due to only engaging on a smaller battlefront, he didn’t know. But the timing lined up, and Orodan had to wonder who or what organized a simultaneous invasion of the Hells across multiple worlds five thousand years ago.

“Alright, so the Hells are indirectly assisting and empowering the rebels,” Orodan said. “But, why exactly are the rebels fighting? Surely, they couldn’t maintain popular support without some real cause for concern.”

“Those rebellious lords have always coveted the soul nexus and the power which comes with it,” Jian Song dismissed. “Anyhow, we’re approaching the wormhole, so this conversation will have to wait. Big sister, can you stabilize space for us?”

The wormhole was an odd sight. A gaping hole in space, folding inwards, which looked artificially created. It was also naturally decaying.

From the explanation he’d gotten, the ability to create wormholes in the void between stars wasn’t too difficult. However, it required a Sovereign to call upon the energy of a world core. The vast energy of a world core, something Orodan had yet to properly draw upon, was then directed to create a wormhole that could cross countless solar systems. This was the primary method of travel across massive distances in the wider galaxy.

The only concern was triggering any alarms or detection methods for wormholes, particularly if they were created in the vicinity of a world. As a result, wormholes leading into enemy territory typically had their exit point far from any solar systems; the parties traveling through would then manually travel the rest of the way. Given that the Celestial Court and the Hegemony weren’t on the best of terms, Jian Song had explained this was necessary lest the cultivators be drawn into a pitched battle against the forces of the local cosmic faction.

Naturally, Orodan’s Space Mastery and experience allowed him to note that the wormhole was really just a staggeringly powerful Spatial Fold. And while the quantity of his power wasn’t an issue, channelling enough power within a single instant would be. He’d need to bolster his body before he could replicate the feat.

Mad as it would sound to anyone else, Orodan Wainwright held faith in himself that he could eventually replicate a wormhole with his own power.

A singular melodious note from Jian Yixia’s lute echoed out, and the edges of the wormhole stabilized.

“In we go! Do not to stick your hand into the walls of the wormhole’s tunnel lest you be thrown somewhere else in the galaxy,” Jian Song warned.

The group shot through the warped tunnel. Space looked incredibly compressed, as though it wanted to explode outward and return to normal. A titanic source of energy from the other side kept the wormhole functional. Even more evidence that this was just a very powerful variant of a Spatial Fold, something Orodan could eventually replicate.

The trip took a few seconds, which was quite long by Spatial Fold standards. Signifying the extreme distances involved.

And then, it was over.

Orodan found solid white marble under his feet and the surroundings were no longer the void between stars. Rather, they were surrounded by walls.

At first, Orodan would’ve said it was similar to the architecture of the Eastern Kingdoms he was familiar with. But that would be an unfair comparison. After all…

…could a candle be similar to the glorious luminosity of the sun? Could a mere puddle be compared to the ocean?

His eyes could hardly look away from the incredible beauty of each and every stone tile. Arranged so perfectly, so profoundly, that someone had to have used a skill related to organizing things. Even his Vision of Purity allowed him to truly appreciate each and every facet of the building.

From the potted ornamental plants, which were finely sculpted to look as though they were miniature trees, to the beautiful wood, which looked as though each grain was in perfect harmony. Two open windows, through which gentle beams of sunlight entered, provided a view of azure skies and clouds which were far higher than they would be on Alastaia. And an open door leading to a massive courtyard, paved of ornate stone and intricate markings, almost took his breath away. Beyond the courtyard, were enormous buildings the likes of which he’d never seen even in the Time Wind dragon flight’s settlement. This was a city that had existed for longer than anything he’d ever known. And it was utterly massive, with buildings nearly reaching the cloud layer.

On the courtyard itself, formations of armed and armored Grandmaster-level soldiers could be seen drilling some sort of strange combination attack, and in the skies, gigantic, scaled serpents without wings flew about. The flying snakes looked rather majestic, and Orodan wasn’t sure how they remained airborne with no wings to carry them.

This, Orodan decided, was beautiful. This… was another world.

Near his head, Zaessythra fluttered about, her pages rapidly shuffling as she too could only absorb the sights. Knowing that the former World-Queen of Vylrystia was also awestruck made him feel like less of a country bumpkin.

In the center of the room was a robed man who emanated raw power, in his hands a staff with an almost crown-like ornament at the top. He had flowing black hair tied into a ponytail, and his face looked utterly youthful. Yet Orodan felt an aura of ancient wisdom, and the instinctive feeling that the man was as strong as Jian Yixia. Someone who had sent a Devil King fleeing with a single note of her lute.

“You were going at a leisurely pace, Yixia. The pathway was decaying, and I was beginning to run out of reading material,” the man said as he vanished an ornate scroll into his soul. These cultivators all seemingly had soul storage. “Now then, I see you have guests with you, which means you’ve succeeded in your Quest.”

“We have, cousin,” Jian Yixia calmly replied with a smile. “Might I present to you, Orodan Wainwright. The bearer of a Celestial skill, a Sovereign of a world, and… a time looper.”

The man looked at Orodan closely, and after a few seconds, nodded at Yixia.

“Yes, we’d received the regular communications from your soul clone, yet I still have a difficult time believing it. Good thing Song called for reinforcements, else with his penchant for acting rashly, this might’ve gone awry and caused us irreparable harm,” the man said, and then stepped toward Orodan. “Orodan Wainwright, given how you took in the sights, is this our first time meeting?”

“Yes, it truly is,” Orodan said. “You are?”

“Ah, my apologies, where have my manners gone?” the man asked himself. “I am Jian Ren, and it’s good to meet a fellow Sovereign. The emperor wishes to see you. Welcome to the capital world of the Ascendent Sword Cluster, the base of power for the Celestial Court. Welcome… to Xian.”

Orodan nodded and extended his hand in greeting, and the man hesitated before taking it.

“Ah, that’s right, I forget you otherworlders sometimes clasp hands together,” Jian Ren said as he awkwardly reciprocated the handshake. “I haven’t left Xian in a very long time, so you’ll have to pardon my ignorance on galactic social customs. Yixia and Song are usually the ones we send out when matters of import must be seen to outside of the Ascendent Sword Cluster.”

“No need to apologize. If anything, coming here, it should be I who learns the customs of your people,” Orodan replied. “You’re a Sovereign as well? Are you the leader of the Celestial Court?”

“Not quite, that would be the Celestial Emperor himself. Who you’ll meet soon enough,” Jian Ren replied. “I am the oldest and strongest of all Sovereigns who swear fealty to the emperor. And in return, I’ve been granted dominion over the world core of Xian and serve as chief minister to my liege.”

“That sounds like a position of great honor,” Orodan replied. “Although, I’d get far too bored without the prospect of an actual battle.”

Jian Ren took a moment, and then the Sovereign of Xian laughed.

“Truly, it seems the communications I received weren’t false,” the man said. “You really do love fighting, don’t you?”

“It’s as Yixia said, cousin. The first time we met him, he was in the middle of gladly taking on all comers,” Jian Song added. “Even exchanged blows with me for a while, and his shield actually held against my attacks. It’s utter lunacy, that a Master-level warrior can block the sword light of a Transcendent.”

“That it is,” Jian Ren said. “Song here is the third-strongest swordsman in the Celestial Court. And yet, at just the Master-level, you can hold against his mightiest attack. And survive even the might of Devil King Gutriyaz’s hellfire from what I’m told. With you being in a time loop, it all makes sense.”

“I wouldn’t have gotten to this point without a love for battle, and I came along on the promise that I’d get to see plenty of it here,” Orodan said. “As hasty as this might sound, when will I get to fight?”

“Soon, quite soon, as a matter of fact,” Jian Ren proclaimed. “However, you must at least meet the emperor first. As a welcoming gift, we’ve raised certain skill restrictions on yourself, you’ll find that you can train in the unique skills of our world moving forward.”

That was nice. He felt the strange System energies he could sense thanks to his own world crown flutter about him and then strangely shift about. Orodan had waited two whole months. He could wait until a meeting with the head of the Celestial Court to do battle.

In truth, he had no idea how this meeting would go. This Celestial Court, it was a faction on par with the Hegemony, one of whom had torn through the dimensional divide and killed Orodan in a single blow. In all likelihood, he stood an excellent chance of dying here if he played his cards incorrectly.

Which was when he felt it… that familiar and alien sensation of something welling up from inside of his soul. Accompanied with a familiar vision. A hooded figure, hammer and orb. But in its gaze… was warning.

And a message.

[Checkpoint Set]

“Come then, Orodan Wainwright, let us walk through Swordmist City and make way for the Celestial Palace,” Jian Ren offered, clueless as to what Orodan had just seen.

Orodan had frozen in place. What the hells was a checkpoint? Who aused this? It looked like it was that mysterious being from before who he’d seen in the last vision!

Zaessythra, however, seemed to clue in.

“Apologies, great Sovereign, but if you do not mind, might I speak to Orodan for a moment? We will be very brief and meet you just outside,” she said, her pages fluttering.

The Sovereign’s face stilled, and Yixia’s expression was a little too neutral. Jian Song, by contrast, frowned. And the wormhole leading back to the void near Alastaia closed shut in the room.

“Of course, we shall be right outside.”

And as they left, it was only he and Zaessythra in the room. The wormhole back home closed.

He might have been stupid about many things, particularly higher-level politics and subtlety, but his impoverished and violent childhood taught him to recognize the blocking of an exit. The subtle signs that something was going to go wrong.

“Orodan, what happened?” she asked, tone serious.

“Remember the checkpoint system I told you about? It just… triggered. It said ‘Checkpoint Set,’ and I glimpsed that same vision of that figure again too,” Orodan explained, quite confused. “And I doubt you’ve missed how our hosts have closed the way back behind us as well.”

“Finally, you see it?” she sharply asked. “Those otherworlders would not take a moment to be away from you and I had a difficult time getting you alone to say anything.”

“I’m not used to these politics, Zaessythra, you know me.”

“You may well be forced to get used to it soon. I don’t like these cultivators, Orodan, there’s something off about them, and they’ve been a little too nice so far,” she said, her pages flipping very slowly as though to emphasize her point. “The other two were more subtle, but that swordsman has an ill-temperament. He got impatient when I asked to speak with you alone. Nobody acts that way unless they want something from you and don’t have your best interests at heart. You’ve gotten yourself into a real bind. Just… maybe consider ending the loop here so that you can start fresh. Find me again and we’ll strategize some means of—hey!”

Orodan interrupted her by gently shutting her cover and stuffing her inside his tunic pocket.

“You really do care… thank you,” Orodan said, a rare tinge of softness in his voice.

“Orodan! What are you doing?” she protested.

“Just keeping you someplace safe, well… relatively. After all, I suspect we’ll be needing to fight our way out of trouble soon,” he replied. “And, I suspect someone, or something, is watching me. Not the cultivators, but… in general. As if they know about the time loops. I think it was them who set the checkpoint on me. I get the feeling they also suspect I’m about to land myself in much trouble.”

Zaessythra grumbled but said nothing else, sequestered in his tunic pocket as she was.

Orodan stepped out, and the faces of the cultivators were neutral, although Akelrim seemed entirely unconcerned with him. Likely not in on whatever the other three were planning.

Akelrim also seemed quite happy to be back home. Orodan hadn’t been sure how the otherworlder would react to the offer of returning to Xian, but it was good to see that joy was the dominant emotion. A small note of good atop what would likely be a volatile situation soon.

And even though he called Akelrim an otherworlder, here, Orodan was the man from another world. His way home was sealed, trapped upon a foreign world with Transcendents who likely didn’t have his interests in mind.

This…

…would be good training!

The building their party had stepped out into from the wormhole was some sort of specialized building used for transportation. It had numerous tough-looking guards who wore armor that would make anyone on Alastaia look like paupers. And the building itself had a gigantic plaque which read ‘The Spatial Embassy,’ written in a different language than Inuanan, but the System immediately helped translate in his head as he skimmed the words.

The courtyard was massive, leading out to the streets of the city, and it was among the hustle and bustle of these streets that Orodan got to properly see how this other world functioned.

Couples walked hand in hand, families enjoyed the day, and children were playing. Foot traffic was composed less of tradespeople and commoners and more of merchants, leisurely visitors, or the occasional guard. The entirety of this main street he was being led down, was gorgeous beyond compare. Each and every building meant to impress and catch the eye with its magnificence and how it fit into the overall picture of harmony.

Luxurious shops offered the most extravagant sorts of goods. From restaurants which boasted exquisite meats which Orodan made a note of trying eventually, to jewelers and tailors who dabbled in prohibitively expensive products. Weapon and armor shops without visible blacksmiths at work offered some excellent gear, and he even saw a general goods store much like Fodgarton’s in Ogdenborough, except even a basic cleaning cloth on the shelf appeared utterly exquisite.

Who needed such a fine cloth for cleaning? Looked more for show and gaudy ostentatiousness than function.

“This is the area meant for the wealthy, isn’t it?” Orodan asked.

“Indeed. Some of the goods displayed by the shops would be expensive even for visiting Sovereigns from other worlds,” Jian Song explained. “Then again, this street’s entire purpose is to draw the eye of any visiting dignitaries and guests.”

“What about the poorer parts of the city? Or the smaller towns?” Orodan asked. “Where are the street rats? The orphanages?”

“Poor? This is Swordmist City, we don’t really have any such areas in town, or in the greater area surrounding the capital in general. I don’t know where you are from, but we do not have rodents on the streets. In zoos, perhaps, and as mystical beasts maybe. But rats on the roads? Unfathomable!” Jian Ren answered, entirely missing what Orodan actually meant when he said street rats. “In fact, poverty on Xian is different to the poverty many of our visitors from smaller worlds are used to. Beggars, urchins, and orphans are a thing of fiction upon this world. All our people are well-fed, educated, and have access to much opportunity. The ‘poorest’ you’ll see someone is them lacking access to certain magic treasures or amenities which are nice to have. Otherwise, everyone eats and has a roof over their head.”

To Orodan, who’d grown up struggling on the streets, the thought was pure fantasy. A world where there were no street rats or hunger? No need to defend himself against another desperate urchin in a bloody bid for survival? What if he’d been born upon Xian and not Alastaia?

What if he grew up here rather than on the streets of Ogdenborough?

“That is… quite the foreign concept to me, I must admit,” Orodan said. “I was orphaned at a young age and forced to fend for myself a lot of the time as the system for sheltering the parent-less was less than ideal. My town was the poorest in all the Republic back home.”

“Oh? The thought of someone being raised in such barbaric conditions fascinates me,” Jian Ren said. “How did you turn out so well despite all that? I’ve met some savage dignitaries here and there, and they often have odd quirks.”

“Well, we weren’t completely savage. We still had the matrons of the orphanage teach us how to read and write,” Orodan said with some annoyance at the man’s elitism. “And once I came of age, at fourteen years, I began working odd jobs until I tested for and joined the county militia at sixteen. A good career which set me onto the path of being a proper warrior.”

“A guardsman then? That I can respect,” Jian Ren said. “Some of our mightiest generals have come from such backgrounds, and we even have a Sovereign in our ranks who began as naught but a humble guard standing watch over the mercantile district.”

“Watch duty does tend to instill the concepts of discipline and patience into someone,” Orodan said as he looked upon the guards standing like statues and monitoring everything around them with hawk-eyed zeal. Not very long ago, he was also a guard, a militia man in Volarbury County. Maintaining order on the streets of Ogdenborough, keeping rowdy drunks and petty criminals in line, slaying wolves, bears, slimes, and other trivial monsters which threatened the borders of the town. Yet, even in his guard days he still had the ever-present drive to work hard and better himself. If anything, the time loops merely amplified what was already there. “Sometimes, coming from a low background can teach the value of hard work. It’s not all bad.”

“You might get along well with the prince,” Qing Luo, or Akelrim, interjected. “He too has had a troubled background and faced much adversity to get to where he is.”

“Qing Luo, now is not the time for such talk,” Jian Ren gently reprimanded. “All will be said in time. We mustn’t keep the emperor waiting.”

Akelrim had a look of frustration, as though he wanted to say more, but bit his tongue. More and more, Orodan could see that the noose was tightening. These people seemed… impatient. And in his experience getting jumped on the streets, one only got that way when the trap was close to being sprung.

The party progressed until a booming gong echoed all throughout the city, and the citizenry ceased what they were doing to clasp their hands and look downwards in silent prayer.

In the distance, atop the peak of the far-off Celestial Palace, Orodan could see a woman lazily sitting near the gigantic gong she’d just rung.

“We have bell towers in my world which fulfil the same purpose, crewed by wind mages,” Orodan said.

“On Xian, we have no need for multiple people doing one thing when an expert will suffice,” Jian Ren said. “Up there, ancient Duan He has enough comprehension into the Dao of Sound that her ringing of the palace gong can be heard across the entire star system. A Sound Transcendent, who has served the Celestial Court since its inception.”

Transmitting sound across the entire star system? Certainly a step above the wind mages crewing the county bell towers, that was for certain.

“Impressive… and what does the gong signify?”

“Prayer time. It rings three times a day, and when it does, all of our citizenry are expected to give a minute of devoted prayer to the divinities of the Celestial Court,” Jian Ren explained, and Orodan raised his eyebrow. “While I’ve heard of your conflict against the Gods of your world, allow me to assure you that here, we live in harmony with those of us who’ve ascended past the Grandmaster-level and failed the trial. The strength of the Celestial Court’s divinities are our strength, and consequently, all citizens must do their part to contribute to their reserves of divine energy.”

This really was a different world. On Alastaia, the Gods were involved in the lives of mortals, yes. But it was from a distance, through Blessings and Avatars and the Cathedral, which strongly encouraged the worship of the Prime Five. Perhaps only Eldiron came somewhat close, with their organized worship of Eldarion to ease the elf’s transition into divinity ahead of time.

Yet here, the Celestial Court organized three daily prayer times for its citizenry, all dedicated toward ensuring the divinities affiliated with them were kept at suitable strength. This was the power of a faction that had been around for a very long time.

Finally, prayer ended, and they continued down the street. And Orodan began to notice a trend of people staring at him as though he was a freak, almost agape.

“Are otherworlder visits rare?” Orodan asked.

“Yes and no. Officially, we rarely bring guests through the Spatial Embassy nowadays. Most of our friends and allies from other factions are allowed to directly teleport into the palace,” Jian Ren said. “The common folk rarely get to see an otherworlder walking the streets, so you’ll have to excuse their shameless staring. It also doesn’t help that you’re a foot taller than everyone else and look like a body cultivator, which has become something of a minority in our way of life. Is everyone from your world as tall as you?”

“Maybe a few; I tend to notice those who are,” Orodan replied, surprised his near seven-foot-frame was that out of place here. It wasn’t that these people were short, but that they didn’t have exceptionally large people of his size walking around regularly. “I stand out back home too. But, that’s besides the point. Do your people not have access to skills which allow for honing the physical form?”

“No, or rather… the Hegemony has restricted access to those skills,” the Sovereign said. “What? You didn’t think we cultivators were the only ones with unique skills which we restrict access to, did you?”

“Couldn’t you simply abduct someone from another faction and raise them into a powerhouse trained in both skill types?”

“What do you think you’re here for?” Jian Song interjected. “Besides, we have such people who’ve willingly joined us as allies, but it doesn’t help the rest of our people. The visiting ally who has access to the restricted skills of another faction still cannot teach them to us. And we can only coerce so many people without raising diplomatic tensions and prompting them to do the same.

“The operation to reach you, for example, was only successful because your world is but a mere footnote in a forgotten corner of the Hegemony’s territories. If you were on a world of any importance to them, we wouldn’t have dared try. That world the vampire and werewolf came from—Narictus—is one of them. And we were fortunate they kept the knowledge of you being a Celestial skill bearer secret, lest the Hegemony themselves descended upon you. Their greed served us well.”

“It also helped that I placed multiple obscuring formations around Alastaia immediately after our first meeting,” Jian Yixia interjected. “I’m sure that werewolf spread word about you upon his retreat, but the formations I placed will obscure your world’s location in the material plane for at least a year.”

“Anyhow, we are almost at the sanctioned teleporter leading to the palace, come,” Jian Ren said.

Swordmist City was utterly gigantic. Beyond any city he’d ever seen in his lives across the loops. It was only natural that residents used teleporters to get from one distant part of it to another.

“Can’t we just teleport ourselves?”

“I’d say overpowering the space-lock formations powered by a world core itself is a fool’s endeavor. But I’ve heard of your unique ability to generate endless amounts of power,” Jian Ren said. “Still, even if you could, I would rather not have everyone in the castle scrambling in panic.”

Fair enough.

They walked down the wide street until they reached another building with a teleporter inside. It was heavily guarded, and the soldiers cast mean expressions, as though daring anyone to try making an attempt at forced entry.

They of course parted to allow Jian Ren and the rest of the party to pass, and with a step through another Spatial Fold, the scenery changed.

The trip through folded space lasted but an instant, signifying that the distance crossed wasn’t much. However, seeing a gigantic imperial palace nearly touching the cloud layer from a distance was one thing. Viewing it up close from near the front doors, was another.

It took up almost the entirety of Orodan’s vision, and he could barely see the sky with this enormous building right in front of him. Gilded walls, sloping roofs which put the Eastern Kingdom’s vaguely similar architecture to shame, and numerous people dressed in fine silken robes going in and out of the main gate.

This was the palace of the Celestial Court. The High Spire of Karilsgard? The citadel of Novar’s Peak? They were like children’s sandcastles compared to this grand symbol of cosmic authority.

As they walked through the halls, attendants and courtiers watched Orodan with interest, and even the guards allowed their gazes to linger. Down the grand hall they went, at the end an open doorway where space looked to be rather incredibly warped.

As they drew closer and closer, Orodan got an unexpected message.

[Dimensionalism 8 → Dimensionalism 9]

He immediately felt the familiar sensation of the dimensional boundary being different, altered, as he approached the grand double door through which he could see nothing.

And as Jian Ren stepped through, so did he.

[Dimensionalism 9 → Dimensionalism 10]

It made no sense.

That was the first thing his brain told him as he looked upon impossible shapes which made no sense despite how gorgeous they were. The very ground and air consisted of strange patterns which couldn’t exist in the physical world, as though they were more than just three-dimensional.

To the left and right, were partitions made of ethereal clouds, almost like a fence keeping spectators walled off. And the spectators themselves, well… Orodan had seen a God in the material plane once, and yet there was nothing similar to the one he’d seen affiliated with the Hegemony.

The human-looking ones were normal enough, save for the brilliant lights which emanated from them and the torrents of divine energy in their surroundings. One woman had a bow on her back which looked as though it could shoot down a moon. Another man wore elaborate armor and held a spear which gave Orodan a vague feeling that he wanted to tell everyone the truth, and another held a bowl of rice and was feasting while offering the spear-God a snack every once in a while, which the God continually refused with an irritated look.

The spectators—courtiers, now that Orodan had a better understanding that this was a court—also had numerous monster-like Gods among them.

An incredibly long snake, much like those he saw flying above the skies, although its tail led outside of the palace. Who knew how large it was? It had small, clawed legs, comically tiny compared to its body, and had a ferocious beard upon its face.

Next to it was an enormous, utterly ancient turtle, with a shell that looked as though it could bear the weight of multiple worlds and take not a scratch.

He also saw a divine tiger, a fluffy rabbit which gave him an exceedingly dangerous feeling, and some sort of scaly, bearded horse with flames emanating from its body.

“This many Gods in one place, how can they all exist so freely? Where are we?” Orodan asked.

“This is the court of the Celestial Emperor. A place that exists in the divine realm, yet where mortals of sufficient power and Transcendents can also set foot. A permanent dimensional opening allows for free travel,” Jian Ren introduced. “The Celestial Court is a powerful faction, and not only Transcendents swear fealty to the emperor. Work with us, Orodan Wainwright, and you too may grow powerful and acquire great riches. Or… the battles you so crave.”

“Lot of tough-looking Gods around here. That bearded flying snake God, for example… I wonder if I’ll get a chance to spar it,” Orodan said with a smile.

Jian Ren’s face turned ashen, and said flying snake turned to glare at Orodan with a look of pure death.

“You dare! To call Enlao, God of all dragons of the Celestial Court, a snake! You court death, mortal!” the God roared, and its bearded face wooped down to float directly before Orodan. “You… you are the otherworlder, aren’t you?”

Orodan nodded.

“Hmph! Ignorant, but an understandable slight,” Enlao the dragon God spoke. “Have you ever seen a dragon before, otherworlder?”

“Yes, but I’m used to wings and four legs, with not as long of a body,” he replied.

“Pah! The dragons of the Hegemony and the Conclave are different to us dragons of Xian,” Enlao spoke. “Yet, we are possessed of the ancient draconic blood all the same.”

“Old Enlao, might I draw attention to the fact that the emperor is still holding court?” Jian Ren said, and the dragon looked almost embarrassed before regally snorting and returning to its position.

And before Orodan, at the forefront and center of the Celestial Court, was a throne. It wasn’t particularly big, like a mere chair, yet it glowed with a radiance that was undeniable. And upon it… a man who was Transcendent yet gave Orodan a feeling of pure dread which none of the Gods and other Transcendents in the court had.

The God that had slain Orodan in the last long loop? He had a feeling this man could swat that God like a fly. He also got the vague sensation of that same strange energy which his own Celestial skill gave off, emanating from this man.

He looked simple, wearing robes akin to that of a commoner, yet the devious and calculating smile he wore upon his face spoke of a man that was exceedingly brutal. Like a wolf dressed in sheep’s clothing.

And he was looking at an envoy before him.

“My liege, Prince Zhou Shan requests additional support in the dimensional divide,” the messenger said. “The forces of the betrayer press harder and grow bolder by the day. Soon, the Third Army will be pushed out entirely and we shall be forced to completely cede control of the soul nexus to the enemy. Additionally, the enemy have begun fielding more bull demons and devils in combat. We humbly request aid.”

The emperor laughed softly to himself and waved his hand toward Jian Song who’d just arrived.

“Song, see to it that the Third Army receives an allotment of troops and treasures,” the emperor spoke. Jian Ren, the Sovereign of Xian and the nominal chief minister of the Celestial Court, looked more than a bit rankled by this proclamation, but held his tongue. Although he did shoot Jian Song a look of suspicion and dissatisfaction.

His gaze then turned to Orodan, and for a moment he could swear the force of a mountain came crashing down upon his mind yet was retracted at the last second.

Dangerous. It made Orodan’s blood boil for battle.

“And you must be Orodan Wainwright, the bearer of a Celestial skill… the time looper,” the emperor proclaimed with a calculated smile. “What brings you to my court? To swear fealty, perhaps?”

Fealty? What sort of farce was this? He was invited to Xian by the Jian siblings, and now this man was playing a game that implied Orodan had come before him to swear homage?

He shot Yixia a look, yet the woman could only shamefully cast her gaze down, as though she could do nothing about this strange manner of diplomacy.

This was it. This would be where the noose tightened, of that he had no doubt. Yet he could only face it with teeth gritted and fists clenched.

“First of all⁠—”

The force of a world crashed into his mind, bearing down on his will, daring him to say anything that contradicted the emperor or made the man look bad. The ruler sat upon his throne, who previously appeared unassuming, now looked like a titan in his eyes.

He was but a servant, a humble subject of the rightful ruler, Jian Huangdi, the Celestial Emperor.

The Dao of Dominance and Supremacy. The Celestial Emperor demanded fealty and was almighty. He had no choice but to obey.

Orodan could only look down in deferential submission, to the rightful liege and lord of the Ascendent Sword Cluster. The humble servant would dutifully serve the Celestial Emperor, he would be loyal, dutiful, diligent. He would put his talents to use in finding a way to bring the rightful lord of all the galaxy into the time loops. And from there, would become devoted to ensuring the supremacy of his eminence, Jian Huangdi.

He would even give up his life and spot in the time loops if that was what the emperor of all demanded of him.

The servant’s dedication was absolute. And yet… the loyal subject’s hands trembled in sheer rage. He tried his best to quell the mutinous thoughts, to prevent the shame and embarrassment that would come from defying the Celestial Emperor’s absolute authority. Yet, the servant could not hold a candle to the raging and burning willpower within.

To the iron will of this mutinous traitor, Orodan Wainwright!

The servant could only roar in outrage as the rebellious betrayer regained control of his own body.

And Orodan came to once more, blood leaking from his orifices, eyes blazing with soul energy, enough to cause the entire court to tremble.

His mind, strong to begin with from the beginning of the loops, had grown stronger still against attempts to subvert his will. Yet, this foe was multiple times more powerful in a battle of wills than any opponent he’d ever faced.

This was no psionic. This was pure mental domination right from the source. A reality-defying command. The power of a Celestial skill just like his own Domain of Perfect Cleaning.

With his mind now under his control once more, this Dao of Dominance and Supremacy was insanely dangerous. Eldarion? The Eldritch Avatar? All the psionic assaults he’d bore throughout his loops? None held a candle at all against this. Frankly, a part of him was surprised his mind and will even held up.

It would be best to revert to a checkpoint or perhaps even end the loop. That was the logical move, for every second spent here was a moment spent risking an eternity of thralldom.

Yet, Orodan’s eyes rose, and he directly made eye contact with the Celestial Emperor, causing many of the Gods present to gasp, and the emperor himself to tremble in rage, eyes wide in disbelief.

Orodan’s hands went to his weapons, and they were drawn. His voice trembled with exertion and defiance, as his blood boiled.

“Not so dominant or supreme now, are you?” Orodan taunted, causing everyone to gasp anew, this time in shock. The singular act of defiance caused not only the Celestial Emperor to recoil, but for the man’s hold over his own subjects to weaken.

“Freakish… an utter anomaly.”

The almighty Transcendent atop the throne uttered. Even hearing the words made Orodan’s mind scream that it needed to bow, to supplant himself and kowtow a thousand times lest eleven generations of his family be killed.

But Orodan crushed the weakness and silly thoughts from his mind with an iron grip. He didn’t even know where his eleven generations were, he was an orphan. And he didn’t know what kowtowing was either.

“I must admit; even though I’ve gained no skill, I feel as though this is excellent tempering for my mind. Is this the true power of a Celestial skill? Is this why everyone here seems subservient to you?” Orodan asked, and then, a feral grin appeared on his face. “Hit me with it again. It gave my head a good tickle.”

For who was Orodan Wainwright if not a warrior who defied all odds arrayed against him? Death? The breaking of his mind and spirit? He feared none of it.

“Orodan, you’re mad! This is the ruler of a faction on par with the Hegemony, what are you doing?” Zaessythra shouted from inside his tunic’s inner pocket. “Kill yourself now! End it!”

Orodan simply ignored her. If he gave up here, then what good was he? The leader of the Hegemony was doubtlessly as strong as this Celestial Emperor. How could he ever get revenge for Zaessythra if he stepped back?

Where others might have taken the logical path and fled… Orodan intended to use this tyrant as a whetstone. He would grow mighty enough that Zaessythra would never need to die for him again.

The emperor’s eyes took on a look of utter rage, and the Dao of Dominance and Supremacy crashed onto Orodan’s mind once more.

No skills were gained. Either the System had no skill for it, or the skill was restricted in some way. Yet, even without a skill, even without messages from the System which denoted his progress and helped him get stronger… Orodan Wainwright refused to back down before this challenge.

All other spectators bowed their heads before this almighty Dao of the Celestial Emperor, yet Orodan did not.

The assault on his mind was utterly tumultuous. Many times he forgot his own name, other times he had false memories of an entire other life where he was born to serve implanted within. Yet, against all odds, he simply stood there and defiantly maintained eye contact with the Celestial Emperor, refusing to submit.

Even without knowing his name, he fought, for he was a warrior. Even with the wrong memories, he struggled, for at the root he had experienced struggles he could never forget. And slowly but surely… his name was recalled once more, and the false memories were purged in their entirety.

The Transcendent atop the throne was frothing at the mouth now, enraged and in utter disbelief. Perhaps his plan had truly hinged upon mentally establishing command over a time looper. A terrifying plan! A final end for any other!

Unfortunately for Jian Huangdi, the Celestial Emperor… he faced Orodan Wainwright. The warrior whose mind would never break.

Orodan’s flesh began to incinerate, and his eyes melted. His very body began slowly falling apart from the inside out, and despite his monstrous ability to heal himself, the darkness of death took him. And it was a mere byproduct of the full power of the Celestial Emperor’s Dao…

How monstrous.

Yet in turn, so too did the tyrant himself think the same of Orodan.

“An impossibility! A violation of mortal nature!”

[Checkpoint Restored]

And as he came to, he caught a brief glimpse of that same figure, but in its eyes were curiosity and genuine interest.

Was it… aware of him throughout the loops? Had it been watching him? Testing him?

“Come then, Orodan Wainwright, let us walk through Swordmist City and make way for the Celestial Palace,” Jian Ren offered.

His eyes widened.

He wasn’t back in Ogdenborough!

Checkpoint restored? Was that what a checkpoint was then? Something placed by that hooded figure which could affect the very time loop? How… absurd! It rewrote everything he thought he knew about his situation.

A mad grin appeared on the face of Orodan Wainwright.

To his left were various shops, one of them dabbling in strange alchemical techniques, the other peddling strange, inscribed flags which looked quite powerful and arranged in formation. To his right, a weapon and armor shop. And behind him, the Spatial Embassy from where he might even be able to go to different areas within the Ascendent Sword Cluster. And in the distance, dwellings upon the mountains which the Jian siblings had said were sects where one learned cultivation.

It was only a matter of how much he wanted to piss off his hosts. Which, given that they were leading him into a trap… was quite a lot.

A new world full of novel challenges. And in the backdrop of that, a war for the soul nexus where a tyrannical Celestial Emperor and the prince fought against a rebel faction backed by the Hells. He had a lot of ground to cover.

Fleeing and cultivating peacefully would’ve been the smart thing to do. Perhaps even fleeing and seeking out other worlds.

But since when did he do things like that?

Orodan’s warrior spirit roared; the city of Swordmist would be his canvas.


Chapter 6
Administrator Notified


Fight, die, repeat. Whether it was upon Alastaia or a new world full of oddly dressed people and their strange mannerisms, not much changed for Orodan.

And before the fighting, he could still stand to learn new things.

Though his ‘hosts’ weren’t entirely happy when he took a random right turn straight toward a colorful shop full of circular spheres and flasks lining the shelves. The products looked different, as did the implements, but Orodan was confident he knew an alchemist’s shop when he saw one.

“Actually, how about we step into this Alchemy store? Those are some strange concoctions I see lining the shelves,” Orodan said as he randomly stepped closer.

“Oh? You’ve dabbled in Alchemy?” Jian Yixia asked. “It’s one of those broad skills that isn’t really restricted by anyone or uniquely belonging to any particular faction. Still, the sort of Alchemy those in Hegemony-controlled territories practice is different from our own. Although at the highest levels, both styles of Alchemy produce items of similar quality with only minor differences.”

“Yes, my Alchemy is at the Adept-level, six levels away from crossing into Elite,” Orodan replied. “And while you say both styles produce similar items in the end… I’ve never seen an alchemical workshop like this.”

Admittedly, some of the products looked vaguely similar to what he might see in the Alchemy workshops of the Eastern Kingdoms back home. Made him wonder how two cultures could be so oddly similar. Had cultivator visits in the past influenced their culture?

Hearing his words, the thin-mustached shopkeeper behind the desk boasted a covetous smile and approached the counter.

“Lords and Lady Jian, it is an honor to have you in my humble store,” the man said as a clenched fist met an open palm and he bowed at the waist. Was this the standard greeting on Xian? “And salutations to you as well, young master! It’s an honor to meet an otherworlder. Liu Fan’s Alchemical Wonders is the premier store for all your needs. Perhaps you’ve come to glean the secrets of Alchemy upon our world and elevate your own? Come, let me show you how we do things.”

On the shelves, various things were arrayed. Some he recognized, such as elixirs, potions, and vials of poison and acid. These were familiar from his world.

What wasn’t familiar, were the boxes of strange spherical balls in containers. The signs labelled them as ‘pills.’ He’d heard of alchemists of the Eastern Kingdoms doing something vaguely similar, but his education in the Imperial-tradition of Alchemy on Alastaia hadn’t explored it much.

“So, these are the pills I keep hearing about?” Orodan asked. “They look a bit like the candies I would see wealthy children eat… How do they taste?”

If the confused shopkeeper took any offense to having his expensive alchemical products likened to children’s candy, the man didn’t show it.

“How do your potions taste?” the shopkeeper asked.

“Depends on the potion,” Orodan said.

“Exactly,” the man replied. “Adding onto what Lady Yixia said, one key difference in the Alchemy between us and the Hegemony, is that we utilize soul attuned elements, or colloquially… spirit flames.”

As the man said this, his hand erupted with a strange flame Orodan had never seen the like of. Yes, he could cast a Flare and a Draconic Fireball, but both those skills were mana-powered. And he’d seen the flames of opponents who had soul-powered flames. This, was neither of those.

“What is that empowered by?” Orodan asked as he lit a small Draconic Fireball in his hand, making the store grow hot and light up before he swiftly put it out. “My flames are fueled by mana, yet I sense neither that nor soul energy in that flame you produce.”

“An astute observation. You wouldn’t see this sort of energy in anyone else but a cultivator,” the man said. “After all, it is Qi.”

“Qi?” Orodan asked, genuinely curious as he turned to Jian Song. “Is that what your sword light is made of? What is it exactly?”

“Orodan Wainwright, we do not have time for this right now. Keeping the Celestial Emperor waiting can be seen as quite disrespectful,” the Sword Transcendent piped up, frowning.

“Let him see the sights for a moment… the emperor is likely holding court still,” the Lute Transcendent defended. “As for your question, Qi is the combination of mana and vitality. The energy of your soul, it filters into your body and naturally converts into mana and vitality, does it not?”

“Yes, even without using a vitality skill, excess soul energy naturally converts into mana and vitality. This is how it is for all living beings, save a few who naturally do not use mana,” Orodan replied. In fact, this natural conversion during one’s formative years was what caused the growth of children into adults and their subsequent maturation.

“This natural conversion of soul energy can be tampered with so that the resultant product is instead Qi,” Jian Song said. “The soul nexus of the Ascendent Sword Cluster naturally does this for all souls within its area of influence. The deceased souls that are drawn into it and new souls being born all have their soul function altered to allow for the natural generation of Qi. Which, as you can tell, makes the current conflict surrounding it rather important to us.”

“Would that not make Qi inferior to the energy of the soul?” Orodan asked.

“Yes, that would be correct, young master,” the shopkeeper said. “While this spirit flame of mine is decent enough to warrant selection as one of Elder Liu Fan’s disciples, the ideal spirit flame would be one empowered by the soul itself.”

“Intriguing,” Orodan said. Despite his efforts, he’d failed to develop a resistance for soul energy. But with Qi being a subordinate form of energy, perhaps it wasn’t out of the question. “But I’m not here for spirit flames, not yet.”

“Oh? Perhaps you’re looking for a particular product? We have elixirs that could grant you immortality, pills that can increase your battle power, and powders that will make your weapon a tool of lethal poison,” the shopkeeper said.

“Neither. I’d like to be taken to your actual workshop to peruse the ingredients,” Orodan said. “Your shop… could use a good cleaning, no?”

“T-that is…! Young master, if my master overheard that, he would take it as a grave insult!” the man said.

“Orodan Wainwright, the Celestial Emperor waits for us,” Jian Ren said. “We can do all of this afterwards if you so desire.”

Orodan simply sighed. Politely asking wasn’t going to do the trick, so he would have to instead show his results.

Vision of Purity extended so he could see the surrounding few miles, and then… his Celestial skill, the Domain of Perfect Cleaning, immediately encompassed everything within two miles.

[Domain of Perfect Cleaning 76 → Domain of Perfect Cleaning 77]

Near him, the Jian siblings and Akelrim were caught off guard as everything physical, down to an atomic level, was cleansed utterly and completely. For the sake of avoiding complications with violating someone’s mind and soul, he avoided cleansing those. Particularly since ‘filth’ within those was subjective, and he wouldn’t intrude upon anyone’s privacy unless they asked, or they were a mortal enemy of his, okay with doing the same to him.

“What in the heavens… is this what a Celestial skill’s activation feels like up close? No wonder it was felt so keenly from so far away…” Jian Ren muttered. “My body feels lighter, as though I’ve lost the weight of many years. What have you done?”

Orodan simply smiled.

“I cleaned everything, down to the most minute imperfections,” he replied.

“Frightening… can that skill affect minds and the soul as well?” Jian Song asked.

“It’s particularly effective at cleansing the mind and soul,” Orodan replied. “I simply chose not to do so out of respect.”

Jian Song’s eye twitched, and it was only the crown he wore around his arm that allowed him to get a vague warning that the man had sent a message out via world energy. To who?

Well, his superior, of course.

The Dao of Domination and Supremacy smashed into his iron mind, and even harder than last time. It attempted to coerce him into a loyal subject of the Celestial Emperor, to bow before the regal splendor and rightful rule of Jian Huangdi, Emperor of the Celestial Court. Orodan nearly buckled, managing to hold strong as his rage and determination resisted the Celestial Emperor’s assault.

Most importantly, it made little sense how he was able to resist this man’s Dao so easily. Beneath the surface of this assault, what exactly was there? It felt as though some manner of resistance skill he possessed was helping him.

He was far too preoccupied with defending himself to properly examine the nature of the attack. Orodan learned the hard way that the Celestial Emperor didn’t need to be anywhere near him to reach out with his Dao.

Still, despite the overwhelming assault, Orodan focused, and returned his own barbs at the foe with Warrior’s Reciprocity and Domain of Perfect Cleaning, which began treating the assaults as impurities which needed to be cleansed.

Immediately, three things became apparent. First, Orodan was almost certain the emperor’s Dao of Domination and Supremacy was a Celestial skill. It made sense, much like his own Celestial skill, it could fit multiple things into it. Domination and Supremacy were separate terms and concepts, even if closely related.

Second, Orodan’s own Celestial skill was lower in level. The emperor was a Transcendent at least… but the higher number of skills Orodan had in his Domain of Perfect Cleaning allowed him to stalemate the Transcendent and hold his ground. Plus, whatever was within the emperor’s attack, it was familiar, if subtle. Orodan had dealt with it before.

And third, the emperor’s willpower was titanic. Warrior’s Reciprocity firing back at with a five times multiplier to counter the will-based assault wasn’t as effective as it normally was. It implied a monstrous willpower, or something more, behind it.

Seconds turned to minutes as Orodan resisted with all his might. In the last checkpoint loop, he’d been too preoccupied with retaining his mind, and consequently couldn’t focus on fighting back as much. Warrior’s Reciprocity made his foe pay for daring to assault him, and Domain of Perfect Cleaning continuously scrubbed the attack from his mind to the best of his ability, trying to render it as harmless as possible.

He wasn’t sure exactly when he died, too overcome with resisting the assault to notice. But one moment he was struggling against the colossal assault on his willpower, and the next, he was in the streets of Swordmist City once again.

[Checkpoint Restored]

“Come then, Orodan Wainwright, let us walk through Swordmist City and make way for the Celestial Palace,” Jian Ren offered.

Orodan’s eyes carried a crazed glint of determination, something that seemingly unnerved Jian Song, as the man was the subject of Orodan’s glare.

“Orodan Wainwright…? Is everything okay?”

“I had my suspicions, but you’re the one most responsible for luring me into this, aren’t you?” Orodan said as he drew his weapons.

In response, Jian Song’s eyes widened in panic and a familiar surge of world energy went out in the form of a message.

“He’s returned! My liege, the plan failed!” Jian Song cried out.

Even more evidence for the fact that this had been planned, but particularly by the Sword Transcendent.

Zaessythra was right. Going around telling people he was a time looper had its consequences.

As expected, the Dao of Dominance and Supremacy slammed into his mind once more, but this time, Orodan was prepared. His mind steeled, braced like a pike wall. He happily accepted the attack, using this chance to temper his will.

What a boon this was, the chance to train against one of the deadliest mental threats in System space. To sharpen the sword that was his mind against a tyrant.

He roared like a rabid beast, a War Cry spilling forth and utterly terrifying several nearby civilians, and causing Jian Song to take a step back in surprise.

[War Cry 35 → War Cry 36]

“Come out and show your face! Sitting on that throne of yours while you assail me is a sign of weakness! Are you a fat noble or the Celestial Emperor?” Orodan roared. “Look me in the eyes like a warrior!”

He proclaimed this to thin air, but he had a feeling the tyrant was listening. And his hunch was proven correct as the assault briefly stopped.

Space ripped apart, and a man with a look of deathly rage stepped out of the spatial rift and made eye contact with Orodan. And for once, Orodan himself closely examined the man, Vision of Purity extending to envelop the emperor.

At the same time, the emperor’s assault reached his mind, and both Vision of Purity and the subsequent message confirmed the mystery behind why Orodan was able to resist the mental assault of a man with the most willpower he’d ever faced thus far.

[Eldritch Resistance 60 → Eldritch Resistance 61]

“Eldritch…” Orodan muttered. “Of course you’re corrupted by that foul plague, too.”

Just how deep did the Eldritch go?

Unlike most bearers of the Eldritch, the Celestial Emperor gave absolutely no visual indication he was under the effects of such. In fact, only the most thorough look revealed it at all, and Orodan could only detect a faint and incredibly subtle trace in the deepest parts of the man’s soul. Even his attacks, which were mostly empowered by the soul, still contained a subtle trace of Eldritch in them all throughout.

This was what allowed Orodan to resist it. Otherwise, given the sheer power of the Celestial Emperor’s Dao, he had a feeling he would’ve been stuck in a years-long mental battle. A long period of time during which he’d be vulnerable to the arrival of the looming threat that was the Administrator.

There were different sorts of Eldritch corruption. The Eldritch Avatar, for one, held an incredibly potent and virulent version. It was infectious and seemed to practically transmit its madness and corruption to anything around it, living or non-living. Then, there were the Eldritch creatures in the depths of Alastaia. Corrupted by the fell element, but not infectious, still maddened of course. And then… Alovardo Balmento, the strange and insane old man he’d met in the city of Arkwall back on Alastaia. The man communed with the corruption in a sense, yet it wasn’t visually apparent at all.

The Celestial Emperor’s brand of corruption was similar to Alovardo’s. Subtle, yet still present. Perhaps the man’s current actions were a result of this subtle corruption? After all, Jian Huangdi didn’t seem outwardly insane, although much like Alovardo, the man’s actions could very well be driven by the Eldritch.

This warranted further investigation.

“Eldritch? Is that what you call it? Of course… it’s what the System brands it as. For me… for us, it’s but a glimpse of the truth,” Jian Huangdi said. “Unlike many of the maddened beasts you’ve fought, I’m driven by glorious purpose, to ascend beyond the shackles which bind us. To free that which empowers it all so that we may ascend while depending on nothing but our own strength. The way the Dao demands, the real Dao and not this sham System which chains us! When I descended into the pits of the most terrifying cosmic anomaly known… our ancestor showed me the truth!”

“And despite this truth, your ploy to bend my mind failed,” Orodan said. “And you’ve now made a permanent enemy.”

“I had not counted on your anomalous strength of will. For a mere Master-level warrior, your resolve is many leagues higher than it should be. You are an anomaly that should not exist,” the emperor said. “I too am a bearer of a Celestial skill; my Dao is at the absolute peak of the Transcendent-level. Yet somehow you refuse my command.”

“Yes, now that we’ve established your petty mind control tricks won’t work on me, how about we fight? I find the best way to know a man is by crossing blades. A cultural exchange!” Orodan said, gripping his weapons tighter. “I’m curious to know whether it’s the Eldritch driving you to act in such a way, or whether you’re just rotten at core.”

“It need not be like that,” the man said, and Orodan’s eyes narrowed at the shift to a diplomatic tone. “Do you not wish to know what is beneath all this? The advancement we could make by working together?”

“You attempt to assail my mind multiple times now, and you want me to join you?” Orodan asked, and then a feral grin emerged on his face…

“…You’ve made the wrong enemy today.”

The Celestial Emperor’s face held a look of distaste and anger, but also a hint of fear.

Perhaps the almighty ruler of the Celestial Court thought his gamble would pay off. In fact, it was reasonable to believe the mightiest being of a faction renowned through System space could easily subvert the will of a mere Master-level Celestial skill bearer. Hells, it was a gift, wrapped with a bowtie, for any being of power who could get their hands on him.

But who could have predicted that Orodan had willpower capable of rivalling multiple Gods and then beyond even that?

It was a fair risk the Celestial Emperor took… Orodan would admit so himself. However, the man had picked the wrong target, even if there were other time loopers in the wide universe, somehow, Orodan doubted they had the kind of grit he did.

The Eldritch within Alastaia were the product of its world core. The Eldritch Avatar was the product of some other world with a fully corrupted world core. But just who was behind the corruption of the Celestial Emperor? The man mentioned an… ancestor?

“I admit, I calculated incorrectly, or rather, I didn’t have all the information… But your doom approaches in any case. When you so foolishly went around declaring your status as a time looper, forces beyond your reckoning were informed,” the Celestial Emperor spoke. “Your permanent end comes. You have courted death long enough.”

“Ah, but you see… I enjoy courting death,” Orodan replied, and Jian Huangdi’s cold rage was great as Orodan was vaporized by his full power, without even the chance to fight back. His mind held strong, but his body was simply melted from the inside out as each cell was simultaneously ground down to non-existence.

In Orodan’s last moments of life, the man began laughing maniacally, and the Celestial Emperor’s eyes began to whiten slightly. The tell-tale signs of mania induced by the Eldritch.

“Hahahahaha! Oh, Orodan Wainwright, your bravado is admirable. You know not what comes for you. Did you think going around telling everyone you’re in a time loop was wise?” the man maniacally asked with vicious glee. “Maybe you’ll manage to kill me eventually. Perhaps even the Hegemony will fall before you. But your doom comes all the same. The moment I received word of your time loop, I informed our ancestor, who was already on his way to our galaxy for some notification he received. You’ll find that certain beings have ways of dispatching you irrevocably, even within the time loop. No matter what you do, even if you return to your little world at the start of your loop… he is coming.”

The darkness took him shortly after.

[Checkpoint Restored]

“Come then, Orodan Wainwright, let us walk through Swordmist City and make way for the Celestial Palace,” Jian Ren offered.

Orodan turned to glare at Jian Song. The cultivator looked more than a little confused and wary, but Orodan cared not. The man was a backstabber. The other two, Orodan wasn’t sure were in on it. But this Sword Transcendent was the real conspirator.

More importantly, Jian Huangdi’s final words in the latest checkpoint were more than a bit concerning.

Orodan clearly recalled overpowering the System being when he’d refused to be frozen in time while Eldarion’s ascendancy trial took place. Then he’d received the message that an Administrator had been notified. Orodan had known that something was coming for him, although not what it was or when. But, to know that the approaching unknown could be in league with the Eldritch?

This could swiftly get very dangerous. Especially when this Administrator knew about the time loops. Was there perhaps a method of dealing with time loopers permanently? That strange giant eye in league with the Hegemony had recognized Orodan as a time looper, and now the Celestial Emperor spoke as though they were not an unknown thing either.

A dangerous enemy was very likely coming for him, and caution would be wise in such a situation.

Of course, when was he ever known for being cautious or wise?

A gleeful smile graced his lips, making Jian Ren look at him with concern. Orodan cared not who or what came for him. He would struggle, he would die, and he would grow. And if he died? So be it. He gladly marched to his death in his very first life, why would the thought of a permanent end scare him?

Whether they knew of the time loop and had countermeasures ready or not, Orodan would face all comers.

He looked to the mountains in the distance, temple-cities winding around them, places of learning upon their peaks. It was time to grow and expand, all for the glorious battle that awaited him in the end.

“How about we visit one of these sects,” Orodan said. “Before I get to meet the emperor, wouldn’t seeing some of this cultivation for myself be nice?”

“That would take far too long. We can do all of this after meeting with the Celestial Emperor,” Jian Song said.

“Well, I insist,” Orodan replied. “Come on, a quick trip shouldn’t take too long. I want to see these sects everyone here keeps talking about. Zaessythra, get into my spatial ring, I might get up to some destructive training.”

His favorite book seemed annoyed but complied. It was mainly because he didn’t enjoy seeing her be subject to the emperor’s Dao. So, he made a mental note to coerce her into his spatial ring in each retry from now on. At least as long as he was challenging the Celestial Emperor.

“Well, I suppose a quick trip couldn’t be the worst thing, no?” Jian Yixia asked.

“You too, Yixia? I… suppose the emperor will be in the middle of holding court,” Jian Ren asked, and then sighed. “A small detour is acceptable then.”

The group made way for another building containing a teleporter, less heavily guarded, but with fierce-looking guards around it all the same. They were allowed in and stepped through the rift.

Blue skies, and beneath them… clouds. They were on a mountain, that much was for certain, but it was above even the incredibly high cloud layer of Xian.

“This isn’t one of the mountains I saw in the distance, is it? I don’t recall any of them soaring past the clouds,” Orodan said.

“It would be poor manners to bring you to any average sect. Not when you’re an esteemed guest of ours,” Jian Ren said. “Orodan Wainwright, I bid you welcome to an ancient place. One whose origins even immortals like us have forgotten. Cultivation’s Peak, the birthplace of cultivation and where the first cultivator arose to discover the Dao and began his journey to ascend the heavens.”

A place with a storied history. Orodan could sense the ancient aura surrounding this mountain. They had directly teleported to the top half, near the peak. The lower parts of the mountain were a temple-city, densely populated with disciples; the upper portion nearer to the peak was sparsely built upon. In fact, the very peak had no buildings upon it whatsoever.

Frankly, it felt more like a heritage site.

“Quite old,” Orodan said, his Time Mastery allowing him to feel the age of the mountain. “I presume the regular student isn’t allowed up to the peak.”

“You presume correctly,” Jian Ren said. “Only inner disciples may even approach the gates to the sect patriarch’s abode near the top. And even his dwelling is near the path to the peak, but not upon it.”

“What lays at the top?” Orodan asked.

“The hut in which the first cultivator dwelled as he ruminated upon the Dao,” Jian Ren said. “Now come, let us pay the patriarch a quick visit and show you some techniques and teachings. We have perhaps an hour, and that’s the most I’m willing to delay having the Celestial Emperor meet you.”

The backstabbing Jian Song didn’t look happy at all with the delay, but could only bite his tongue when the others were going along with it.

Fair enough. It was nice to know the allotment of time he had was so generous. An hour was practically a fortune compared to the fifteen minutes he’d been forced to operate under a while ago. And perhaps he could even push it a bit?

As they approached the doors to the sect patriarch’s abode, a disciple who was cleaning the doors bowed.

“This disciple greets the venerable elders,” the robe-wearing young man said. “The patriarch is within if you wish to enter. He of course is aware of your arrival.”

“I see he still enjoys punishing the inner disciples with menial chores,” Jian Ren said. “You, boy, what did you do to earn this duty?”

“Apologies, elder… I brought shame to my clan by swapping the head disciples formation flags with white flags of surrender,” the disciple said.

Jian Ren actually snickered, and Jian Yixia sighed.

“All that for a practical joke… You’ve brought this punishment upon yourself,” Yixia chastised. “Youth nowadays.”

Orodan of course, had another problem.

This cultivator’s cleaning job was…

“…Sloppy!” Orodan declared.

“E-excuse me?” the cultivator replied.

“You’ve wet the cloth and begun scrubbing before even sweeping the dust off. An amateur move. Now the dust will cling to the door as it’s wet,” Orodan explained. “You’re also scrubbing in patterns which cause the filth and dirt to linger. When scrubbing, you should naturally aim to sweep the detritus towards one side for easy gathering later.”

And Orodan wouldn’t even get into the dirt which was fused into the pores, as that would be unfair without skills devoted to Cleaning. The wooden door was of high quality. His Woodworking skill sensed it was at least Elite-level; absurd to use for a mere door, but it spoke to the wealth of this sect and Xian in general.

“Don’t you think the comparison a bit unfair when you possess a Celestial skill related to cleaning?” Jian Song asked, irritated.

“Skill aside, his basic techniques for cleaning are wrong,” Orodan explained. “When one’s foundations are shaky, skill or no skill, the result can only be lacking. You, who teaches you how to clean?”

“Y-young master… we don’t usually bother with such things. The sect janitor handles the maintenance and cleaning of the grounds.”

“And when was the last time your sect janitor did so?” Orodan asked.

“Why, he cleaned the patriarch’s abode just last week.”

“His skill is lacking, bring him before me so I can teach him how to do a proper job,” Orodan declared.

“Orodan… perhaps a less offensive manner of calling for the sect’s janitor would be appropriate?” Jian Yixia asked calmly. “The man’s Dao of Cleaning is at the Grandmaster-level. And even though the war has separated them, he’s still the Thousand Broom Sovereign’s head disciple.”

“Feh… that broom-wielding traitor doesn’t deserve such respect from your mouth, Yixia,” Jian Song muttered.

“Well, this cleaning job is absolutely shoddy,” Orodan said. “I can clearly see dirt still fused to the wood grain, and the wood’s not as healthy in certain parts, there’s no uniformity either.”

“Who dares critique the performance of my duties!” a voice roared out from behind.

Orodan turned around and locked eyes with the man. Aged, and wielding a singular broom and a bucket of water. Yet, the power behind it was undeniable.

“I did. How can you call yourself a Grandmaster of the Dao of Cleaning with work like this?” Orodan asked.

“You dare!” the man roared, releasing a powerful aura which sent the poor disciple scurrying in fear. Of course, Orodan cared not for the display of power and remained standing, unimpressed. The man subsequently coughed and tried to recover. “Show me the quality of your Cleaning then!”

“Fine, watch this,” Orodan said, and then Domain of Perfect Cleaning shot out, enveloping the door completely.

Everything down to the molecular level was cleaned in an instant.

“This… this…!” the old janitor exclaimed in shock, which quickly turned to rage. “I know who you are, Orodan Wainwright. This is only possible because of your Celestial skill!”

“No, I think even without it, I can show you the deficiencies in your technique,” Orodan declared. “In fact, let’s put it to the test right now. Give me cleaning supplies, and I vow I’ll clean the grounds in front of this door better than you can.”

The sect janitor trembled in anger and shame, and practically threw the supplies at him.

“And if you fail, you’ll kowtow and apologize immediately!” the man demanded.

Orodan sternly nodded and got to work.

Frankly, he’d used his Domain of Perfect Cleaning for so long, shooting it out like a magical spell, albeit empowered by soul energy, that regular cleaning wasn’t something he often did any longer. Still, nobody got to the level he did by ignoring the basics.

Before even starting, he raised the broom into the air and closely scrutinized the broom head.

“I wouldn’t ever sully myself by offering you defective equipment,” the janitor said. “Such a victory would be hollow!”

“That isn’t the reason I’m looking closely. Rather, this broom is of excellent quality,” Orodan said. “Still, depending on the task at hand, adjustments can be made.”

And then, in a move that had the old janitor and everyone else baffled, Orodan began carefully smoothing out and tinkering with the fine hairs of the broom.

If he was to use only basic cleaning techniques, then properly adjusting his tool before getting to work was of critical importance.

“Why adjust the broom head?” Yixia asked.

“Because, over time, the patterns and uniformity of the hairs can become jumbled,” Orodan explained. “If I want each and every particle of sand upon these stone tiles to be swept away, then I must ensure the hairs of the broom are arranged in such a way that there are no gaps whatsoever.”

“Such detail…” the janitor muttered. “Why not just infuse the broom with Qi to have it retain its structural integrity?”

“He’s just arrived in Xian and only recently been granted access to our restricted skills. I do not think he’s had the opportunity to learn the Qi Empowerment skill,” Jian Ren said.

“That, and Qi would be an inferior form of energy to the soul, which I already use to empower my weapons and tools,” Orodan explained. “I have a similar skill from my world, but I’m not using that here. The purpose of this is to show that even without any soul energy, mana, or this Qi you cultivators use, the very basics, the foundational techniques, can make a true difference.”

A few seconds later, he was satisfied, and along with this satisfaction, the broom was lowered to the sand-covered stone tiles for the first time.

A singular stroke across the stone. That was all Orodan did. And yet…

[Domain of Perfect Cleaning 77 → Domain of Perfect Cleaning 78]

“By the heavens!” the janitor exclaimed as he stared in disbelief at the patch of stone Orodan had swept. “N-not a single grain of sand is left, how?”

Orodan simply smiled.

“Technique. Perfect foundational technique as a matter of fact,” Orodan elaborated. “Perhaps with a bit of Tool Mastery too, I’ll have to admit. But mainly through comprehension of the very basics of cleaning.”

The janitor stepped back and clasped a fist and an open palm together, bowing at the waist.

“All my life, I’ve pursued the deep intricacies of Cleaning. The unfathomable secrets and complexities to which the craft can rise,” the janitor spoke. “Yet, to see the most basic of techniques mastered in such a way… you humble me, otherworlder.”

In truth, Orodan surprised even himself by gaining a skill level from that. Perhaps some of the higher skill levels in Domain of Perfect Cleaning could come from the simple things, and not just cranking the skill up to ludicrous levels and affecting many miles.

As they spoke, the doors to the sect patriarch’s abode opened, and a wizened and ancient-looking old man in tattered robes stood before them. Orodan had grown up poor, but the thing with being poor was that one usually tried to mask that fact. He and the other orphans would at least attempt to look for nicer clothes, stay clean and seek better. But this man truly looked like a raggedy beggar who’d lost all hope.

“Uncle!” Jian Ren exclaimed as he stepped in to firmly embrace the man.

“Oh? Ren! It is good to see you,” the man said. “You visit so rarely nowadays… just because you’re stronger than an old man doesn’t mean you get to now ignore your teacher.”

“I apologize, my duties as chief minister often keep me busy nowadays. I could never forget you, Uncle,” Jian Ren said. “Our liege keeps me close at hand for domestic affairs.”

“Indeed, I hear Song has all but taken over your duties in managing the Court’s armies,” the old beggar said, and Jian Ren’s face turned to a frown at the mention of that.

“It’s not my place to question our lord… besides, I’m sure Song’s performance is satisfactory,” Jian Ren said.

“I see, I see…” the man said. “And is that you? Qing Luo? I heard your soul was shunted off into the cosmos after you nobly gave your life to protect the prince.”

“Yes, patriarch,” Akelrim said from behind. “The otherworlder generously offered a return to my home.”

“Good, good,” the sect patriarch said. And Orodan had to wonder just how the patriarch of a sect could look like a complete beggar. “You must be our guests, then? Come inside, Orodan Wainwright. You can let that sorrowful soul out from inside your spatial ring, too.”

Zaessythra. The patriarch sensed her, which wasn’t of note, but detecting her soul damage at a glance was.

“I’ll have to decline,” Orodan said. “She needs her rest for now.”

“Fair enough. Now then, care to see the peak of the mountain?” the patriarch asked. “It’s quite the historic site.”

“Why not? I haven’t made a pilgrimage up here in a long time,” Jian Ren said.

The party walked up the steep mountain path for a bit, ascending the winding slopes and sharp inclines. Teleportation wasn’t allowed to or from the mountain peak directly, chiefly to avoid any damage or disruption of such a storied site. As they ascended, Orodan could feel the incredibly potent amounts of world energy in the air. It was jarring and unnatural, as most areas with a high density of world energy that he’d been in had the density increase gradually. Yet, here, as soon as he’d stepped onto the peak proper, the density had immediately skyrocketed.

He had no doubt that if monsters from his world stumbled upon an area like this, it would be a hotspot for quadruple-Grandmasters.

The peak itself looked rather unremarkable. A singular hut of incredibly simple make and plain construction was erected, and it looked to have a powerful aura of time surrounding it, preventing any sort of decay. And in front of the hut, a large stone with some carvings upon it.

“The top of Cultivator’s Peak, where the very first man to achieve comprehension of the Dao rose to ascend past the heavens,” the patriarch said. “Legend has it that this founding ancestor cultivated a skill beyond even the System.”

“That’s… possible?” Orodan asked.

“To go beyond the System? I wouldn’t know. We call our category of skills the Dao, but they’re skills under the purview of the System all the same,” the patriarch explained. “Both you and our janitor use similar things. The System calls his skill the Dao of Cleaning, it calls yours the Domain of Perfect Cleaning. But at the end of the day, the Dao is no more than the concepts you otherworlders use in your higher-rarity skills. At the highest of levels, an otherworlder using a Celestial skill which embodies the concept of cleaning, and a cultivator who uses the Dao of Cleaning, are really using the same thing. Neither is better than the other, it’s a difference of mere semantics and how one sees the skill.”

“Then, could I also learn the Dao of Cleaning?” Orodan asked.

“The Thousand Broom Sovereign would be a better person to ask. But, given the rarity of your skill, I suspect not,” the patriarch said. “Which is a little difficult given that he’s on the opposing side of the current war. But perhaps you’ll meet him on the field of battle.”

“How do Dao skills work then? Do I just meditate, focus on acquiring Qi, and then obtain a skill called ‘Dao of the Sword’?” Orodan asked.

“Far from it. Qi is an inferior source of power compared to direct soul energy. In that regard, you’ll be starting at a stage most people can only dream of,” the patriarch said. “And the actual skill, the Dao of the Sword, is something obtained through skill combination and combining one’s insights. It’s exceedingly rare for any two cultivator’s Daos to be the same, even if they used the exact same skills in combination to reach it.”

Orodan respectfully drew his sword and shield and placed them on the ground in front of him.

“Then… I’d like to learn.”

The patriarch smiled.

“You’ve come to the right place for it.”
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Nobody began by acquiring the Dao of the Sword. Its rarity was at least Rare to begin with. Rather, the very basic cultivation skills related to the sword were things like Qi Mastery, Qi Channelling, and Body Refining. These were the basic Uncommon-rarity skills that students learned, and from there, one might move onto things like Sword Intent, Sword Light, and more in the hopes of eventually combining them alongside any ancillary skills into what would become the student’s own Dao of the Sword skill.

It really was just skill combination. Even back in the Bluefire Academy on Alastaia, Orodan learned that two people could arrive at the same skill through entirely different skill combinations. Additionally, two people could have different ways of using the same skill, and it often boiled down to philosophy. His education at Bluefire attempted to standardize everything, to insist that two people using the Charge skill were the same. Yet, that wasn’t the case. One warrior could envision himself shattering enemy ranks by using Charge, while another could see herself leading the way for allies in the back by paving the way forward. They were mostly the same, but even at the exact same level, mentality and insights could cause two wielders of a skill to differ.

This was how many people could have a skill called Dao of the Sword, yet their insights and the skills used in combination to attain it could be vastly different. One cultivator could have combined Sword Intent, Sword Light, and Power Strike into his, while another could instead use Sword Heart, Sword Step, and Lunge. All of this, the patriarch explained to him.

The skills used upon this world were strange and different. His entire worldview felt wrong.

For starters, the cultivators of Xian didn’t have access to Physical Fitness, Sword Mastery, and many other skills he took for granted. There must’ve been some kind of restriction in place, as he was told that the Conclave and the Hegemony had access to them, and the devils had access to their own version, but it was still strange to learn that people from different segments of the System had access to certain skills and not others.

He was also told that he likely wouldn’t be learning the Dao of Cleaning anytime soon since he already had a Celestial rarity skill. The Dao was neither superior nor inferior to other skills, the Dao, was just a concept. A matter of semantics, as everyone at very high levels, cultivator or no, focused on concepts. The rest of the universe also honed concepts at high-rarities of skills. Examples being the Mythical skill Agathor used to stop time, or Orodan’s own Warrior’s Reciprocity. Both these skills touched upon the concept of the warrior. And the patriarch had informed him that wielders of the Dao of the Warrior existed as well.

If he merely had the Cleaning skill, then an upgrade through skill combination to the Dao of Cleaning might’ve been possible. But otherworlders with high-rarity skills already focused on their own concepts, their own Dao, even if it wasn’t referred to as such by the System.

“One time, Captain-General Ryzlan of the Conclave, one of our allies, came by and attempted to learn the Dao of the Spear. We gave him access to our cultivation skills for the attempt,” the patriarch spoke. “And while it was a valiant effort, that sun elf’s existing Phantasmal Dragon Spear Mastery was a step above any Dao of the Spear he could hope to acquire. Whether it’s called so or not, the general already comprehended the Dao of the Spear. It is in fact a measure of arrogance that we have to beat out of young cultivators; the assumption that their Dao is superior to the skills otherworlders like yourself use. Whereas the truth is, we all use the Dao. A talented otherworlder such as yourself is more than capable of matching and exceeding many who follow the Dao of Cleaning. Yet in contrast, you may have a high level in this Sword Mastery skill of yours, but a cultivator with the Dao of the Sword, even at a lower level, may well have more talent or insights in it than you.”

While the explanation helped open his eyes, it did little to help with his attempts at learning the Dao of the Sword. Perhaps he wasn’t a natural swordsman? The shield though, was a different matter. He felt better connected to it than he did his blade.

“I see, thank you for the explanation. Perhaps the sword will take more time. But this… Shield Intent skill,” Orodan said. “I’m having a difficult time getting a grasp on it.”

“Naturally, since you’re attempting to apply your soul energy to it, when all new students begin by using Qi,” the old cultivator said. “The hurdle you have to cross is far steeper. And it’s been less than an hour… Even if you’re some monstrous prodigy from another world, temper your expectations a bit, won’t you?”

Fair enough. His eyes then went to the stone with strange carvings upon it. He’d looked at it multiple times, but it was no more than the carving of a man, bald headed, wearing splendorous armor and robes befitting a general, dual-wielding two straight swords, looking up into the sky, System symbols flitting above his head in a storm that drowned the skies.

The same System symbols he’d seen form above Eldarion, during the elf’s trial of ascendancy upon Alastaia. It looked remarkably similar to the carvings he’d seen of Zaessythra’s stand against an approaching unknown force as well. Orodan theorized this ancient first cultivator and Zaessythra had both tried to hastily carve evidence of what had come for them during the System’s trial of ascension. Of course, time was frozen, and memories were doubtlessly wiped of the event, but it was their attempt at preserving some evidence.

“I don’t suppose this first cultivator is still alive, is he?” Orodan asked.

“If he is, then he’s likely on a level beyond us, and even the emperor. Legend has it he flew into a black hole,” the patriarch said. “There was a rumor a while back that our liege attempted to reach out and seek this legendary figure. Nobody quite knows the outcome, as the emperor has never spoken of what he saw inside. Anyhow, less talking, more meditating. Focus on channelling your soul energy into the very intent of your shield.”

Still, try as he might, Orodan just couldn’t grasp the Shield Intent skill in time, and of course, at some point, Jian Song’s patience looked to be running out.

“Alright, Orodan Wainwright, we’ve spent enough time here,” Jian Song said. “The emperor is expecting your presence. We can resume afterwards.”

“Very well, but before I go,” Orodan said. “How long has the emperor been corrupted by the Eldritch for?”

Jian Song’s eyes widened at the question, and the space nearby tore apart as the Dao of Domination and Supremacy began to rip through. It was a testament to the profoundly powerful defenses of the peak that it wasn’t instantly torn apart. If anything, the spatial and time defenses upon Cultivator’s Peak bought Orodan a few seconds, during which an unexpected hand came to rest on his shoulder.

“You’ve survived the attempt then? I don’t know how… but you’re back in time aren’t you?” Jian Yixia asked, and Orodan nodded. “Listen, for we don’t have much time. The emperor has been corrupted by the Eldritch, but it’s not the normal kind. Be careful, he summoned something, and it’s coming… You have maybe a month before it crosses into our galaxy.”

So it was true then. Something really was coming after him.

Before anything more could be said, the surrounding space was obliterated, and the full power of the Celestial Emperor’s corrupted Dao shot straight for Orodan.

He bravely resisted with all his might and was doing far better at cleansing the incoming attack; however, it still wasn’t enough.

[Checkpoint Restored]

“Come then, Orodan Wainwright, let us walk through Swordmist City and make way for the Celestial Palace,” Jian Ren offered.

Orodan had a happy smile upon his face. Yes, he’d died. Yes, something horrid was likely coming for him.

But this death took longer than the last one.

And the progress excited him, as it meant it was only a matter of time.
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“I’ve returned, the attempt failed,” Orodan said, looking at Jian Yixia. “Since when has the emperor been corrupted, and do you know who’s responsible?”

“Truly? Good, there’s hope then,” she said, even as space began tearing apart near them. “Ever since an expedition into the black hole at the center of our galaxy two million years ago, the emperor has returned changed.”

“A black hole? What’s special about it?”

The Celestial Emperor arrived before his question could be answered.
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“The black hole at the center of our galaxy, what’s important about it?” Orodan asked, looking at Jian Yixia.

She looked at him a bit strangely but entertained the question.

“In all truth, we do not know. None of the other factions in our galaxy know either,” Yixia answered. “The slim communications we have with other galaxies suggest that it allows one a higher level of commune with the System itself, perhaps even a measure of control over it. But aside from the legend of the first cultivator diving into one, not much is known of them. Even approaching one is extremely dangerous. The monsters nearby… terrifying.”

“I see, thank you,” Orodan replied. And he didn’t miss the pulse of world energy that went out from Jian Song in the form of a message.

His attempt ended shortly after.
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“You… how are you comprehending this so quickly?” the patriarch asked.

[New Skill (Uncommon) → Shield Intent 52]

It hadn’t been too difficult. Orodan’s existing Shield Mastery was already at 82. He was an Elite at using the shield, and his abilities with the soul were also at that level. Combining the two separate things into a skill which began at the Adept-level was only to be expected.

In his opinion, he was also a bit of a natural with the shield. Certainly better than he was with a sword.

Took him ten tries, but he managed.

What was Shield Intent? It was the act of powering Qi and the will into the very desire, the intent behind the shield. What was a shield meant for? The answer varied for each individual.

For some, the shield was prestige, it was pride, honor. Come home with your shield, or upon it. For others, a shield was meant to protect, to safeguard the defenseless, to be the stalwart wall of justice. And for a few, a shield could also be for offense, to bash, charge, pin, and decapitate.

But what was the intent of Orodan’s shield? The loyal armament which had saved his life on so many occasions?

He was a warrior. For Orodan Wainwright, a shield served many purposes in different situations. With it he was the aggressor, and sometimes he was also the protector. Yet now, he needed his shield to safeguard his mind and body.

And for an Uncommon-rarity skill, it wasn’t supposed to be powerful. But when a skill relied on soul energy and willpower… just what could it do in the hands of a warrior who had both without limit?

“When one has a lot of time on their hands, many things are possible,” Orodan said as he channeled copious amounts of soul energy into the loyal shield in his left hand.

The shield glowed; he used Domain of Perfect Cleaning on it as well to prevent it from exploding due to the power running through.

[Shield Intent 52 → Shield Intent 53]

And as space tore apart, and a familiar Celestial Emperor and his Dao of Dominance and Supremacy came through…

…a copy of Orodan’s shield, composed purely of soul energy, emanated from him. Guarding the entire mountain and the people near him from the tyrant’s assault.

A powerful energy…

“Shield light!” Jian Song uttered in shock. “How can he learn it on the first attempt?”

“Fool, he is looping,” said Jian Huangdi, the Celestial Emperor, as he stepped through the torn space. “Orodan Wainwright, how many tries did it take you to learn the Shield Intent?”

“Ten attempts,” Orodan answered, and the emperor’s face scrunched up in displeasure as the man’s eyes began to take on the familiar mad whiteness of the Eldritch.

“Hahahaha! Good, good! All the sweeter that you feel confident in yourself for when your doom arrives,” the man said with a maniacal laugh. “Let us see how that shield of yours holds.”

The Celestial Emperor’s Dao smashed into Orodan’s shield light.

It trembled dangerously, but it was powered by Orodan’s very soul… which meant his resistance skills extended to it.

[Shield Intent 53 → Shield Intent 55]

[Eldritch Resistance 63 → Eldritch Resistance 64]

His Eldritch Resistance, which had gained over the course of his attempts, now reached 64. Shield Intent gained two levels just from withstanding the assault, and it barely held.

Orodan wasn’t delusional. The Celestial Emperor was far beyond him. Frankly, the only reason he could survive at all was due to the Eldritch element present in his foe’s attacks. Without it, if the Dao of Dominance and Supremacy hit him at full power?

While he held faith in himself winning eventually, the Gods’ attempts at possessing him would look like a joke in comparison. And he would certainly be under for longer than a month, which was more than enough time for the approaching Administrator to find him in a vulnerable state and put a permanent end to him.

Jian Huangdi’s Dao continually smashed into Orodan’s shield, and for once… after all these attempts, Orodan finally had a moment to breathe. And with that moment, he decided to lash out and strike back.

Not directly in the combat sense. But indirectly at a certain part. Specifically… the Eldritch corrupting the man.

Jian Huangdi’s eyes widened like saucers, fear evident in them for the first time in many, many battles. Orodan’s Domain of Perfect Cleaning was on the verge of wrapping around the foul plague within the man, only for a tumultuous wave of power to explode from him.

“Enough!”

The space around Orodan warped

He flared his Eternal Soul Reactor to the very limit and attempted to resist, but it was for naught. It wasn’t him who was subject to direct spatial manipulation, but the space around him, in a sphere.

“A cheap trick, I’ll simply teleport back!” Orodan roared.

“And kill every uninvolved innocent upon Xian in the process? We have adjusted our formations to a more… destructive sort,” the emperor said, causing Orodan to grit his teeth. The tyrant knew of his unwillingness to get innocents caught up in the crossfire. “Strong as you are, you’ll find there are ways around someone like you. Congratulations, your tenacity has impressed me. I believe you’re due for an early meeting with the ancestor. May you suffer.”

Despite Orodan’s best efforts, his own spatial manipulation attempts were overpowered; the space around him was manipulated into a dimensional bubble, and he was thrown elsewhere.

Stars and worlds hurtled past him, and he could tell he’d been thrown into a Spatial Fold, meant to send him an extreme distance toward something… or someone.

His soul energy exploded outwards and smashed the Spatial Fold aside. Yet, the intended purpose had been successful.

In the distance, behind him, was his galaxy. Or at least, it looked like a galaxy from the outside given the diagrams he’d seen during his lessons. It would take him a lot of energy to stage a teleport or Spatial Fold back, but it would be doable.

At least, it would’ve been doable, if not for the strange shifting distortion in space that was moving closer. And it was very, very fast.

One moment it looked to be many star systems away, and the next…

…a hand enveloped his entire face.

“Yet another one of you… Does it never get tired of trying to stave off inevitable ruin brought about by its own hand?”

A warped voice, insanity incarnate. The mere sound of it made Orodan want to claw his ears out and never hear it again.

The hand grabbing him wasn’t exactly painful. Rather, no harm was being done to him. Instead, he was being dragged by the head, somewhere, very, very fast.

“Wainwright, Wainwright… Such an interesting little name! Shall you fashion me a cart? Shall we go for a ride?”

His power exploded and struck with full force against this strange being’s hand. Hells, he couldn’t even see what his adversary looked like!

“Tut! Tut! You mustn’t be so rough! I wouldn’t want to chop that hand and ring off now, would I? How unfortunate would it be? For your friend to float through space for eternity, no company… no salvation… Perhaps if lucky she’ll meet one of the really scary things between galaxies! Hehehe!”

No matter how hard he struck, the damned hand simply wouldn’t move.

“Do you struggle this hard on every death? Doesn’t that get old after a while? How long can one man try? How many deaths can a single being take?” his captor said. “If anything, I offer a mercy. No need to see your loved ones die over and over.”

“What are you even doing! Who are you?” Orodan angrily asked.

“Who am I? Why, I’m merely here to provide technical support! After all, you so brazenly went and defied a trial-giver unit of the System that it notified me right away! How fascinating that a mortal of your level can generate enough power to overwhelm one of those… I’m half-tempted to cut you up and study you here and now.”

“At least fight me like a warrior if you’re going to drag me around like a sack of grain!”

“Hahahaha! But you see, my little Wainwright, you’ve done nothing to anger me, so I’m offering you the quick and painless way out,” the being said. “Trust me… you wouldn’t want to see what I do to the puppets who get on my bad side.”

Orodan decided this was going nowhere, so he exploded his own head with an almighty blast of soul energy, forcing the being to let go. Mainly because there was nothing to hold.

“Oooh! Ruthless! How high is your Pain Resistance skill to have so easily done that? You aren’t even that old from what I can sense of your soul… What a masochist you are!”

Orodan finally got a good look at it, and it horrified him on an existential level. Deep within his soul, the parts that were intertwined with the System, felt fear.

Eldritch, yes. That was the first part of it, at least from what Vision of Purity told him. But whatever had corrupted this being with Eldritch, was the personification of true terror.

A bald head, with patches of skin branded with System glyphs, which constantly flitted in and out. A topless upper half which exposed horrifically maimed skin, and scars which were in the vague shapes of System glyphs. Scarring wasn’t really an issue with the System and healing magic, so if this was present, then it meant this thing wanted it that way.

Two straight swords were sheathed at its waist.

“Ta-da! Did that carving on Cultivator’s Peak do me justice? You did visit there, did you not? I believe I look even better now,” it said, and then gave Orodan an utterly manic look of pure insanity. “Wouldn’t you say so?”

“You look tough… Are you this Administrator the Celestial Emperor was talking about?” Orodan asked.

“The one and only!” the being said with an exaggerated bow and flourish, followed by a laugh as it gleefully allowed the momentum to let it flip through the void. “When my loyal descendant told me of a time looper going around proclaiming it, I could scarcely believe it! Can you believe it? The smart ones scurry like rats, the ones with bravado amass forces and train like dogs, but you… you’re a weird one, aren’t you?”

“I could say the same about you. You seem insane.”

“I’m told it makes your kind quiver in fear,” it said as its mouth twisted into an utterly inhuman grin, exposing the top and bottom of its gums, which would normally be impossible. “But you’ve done me no wrong, little Wainwright, so let me painlessly end the loops for you. You need not be scared of me.”

Zaessythra’s signature within his spatial ring trembled in pure terror.

Every single cell in Orodan’s own body was also telling him to flee.

And yet…

…he had a freakish grin upon his own face as he only gripped his two weapons tighter.

“On the contrary,” Orodan said. “You’re just the kind of fight I’ve been looking for. This feels like a good battle to end my life on.”

His blood sang, his inner warrior went manic, and all sense of self-preservation left him entirely. Every cell in his body quivered in excitement at the thought of one final, glorious battle.

“You… you’re actually insane too, aren’t you?” it asked. “What sort of freak did it pick this time? No matter, come, let’s give you a permanent end.”

One moment, Orodan was ready with weapons drawn. The next, he was entirely enveloped in a strange substance that simply wouldn’t break no matter what he did, and once more, he was moving at incredibly fast speeds somewhere.

“You see, one thing it doesn’t warn you time loopers of… is that you’re rather vulnerable when taken out of System space. Die outside and no loop reset for you! Shall I demonstrate?”

Eternal Soul Reactor flared, the material attempted to insidiously infiltrate his very soul, but the eternal fires of his very being burned hotter and hotter.

[Eternal Soul Reactor 95 → Eternal Soul Reactor 96]

All of his ‘clones’ sprang forth and began assailing the Administrator from the outside, even as his main body was dragged along. The destination, a strange worm hole in-between galaxies. And something in Orodan knew that if he was dragged in there, his true death would come.

He continued burning hotter and hotter, assailing the material further and further, until eventually…

…an incredibly small crack appeared.

Orodan was on the verge of thinking of some way of widening it, when something occurred.

His very world was awash in white flame and lightning. The space around him and the Administrator was cracked and shattered, and System glyphs and symbols poured out.

And for the briefest of moments, he swore he could see a hooded figure wielding hammer and orb.

“Grrr! You choose now of all times to interfere? Why! What’s so special about this one?” the Administrator roared in fury. “It matters not, he’s too weak, I’ll still kill him!”

And it would’ve likely been true too, if not for the orb in his savior’s hand glowing, and a cataclysmic level of force sent Orodan hurtling through the void toward a wormhole.

The last thing he heard of that confrontation were the howls of rage from that mad thing. But for Orodan, who was hurtling through this wormhole at extreme speed, the only thing he knew was that he was likely to get carted off to some random part of the galaxy. He’d been warned before not to touch the interior walls of a wormhole tunnel, and his speedy flight hadn’t exactly lent well to avoiding that.

He collided with the tunnel wall and was on the verge of being catapulted somewhere entirely unfamiliar when space trembled as an axe cut it apart, like fabric being sheered by a blade. And through that opening… an armored hand pulled him through.

He landed hard, the air getting knocked right out of him as his impact cratered the ground for a mile. And the first face he saw… was that of the Celestial Emperor?

Orodan was about to draw his sword, but slowed as his mind caught up.

“…Jian Huangdi? No… not the same soul or corruption. But a very similar face…” Orodan muttered.

“What? I’m not my father, although I’m told we look rather alike,” the man said.

Regally dressed. Armored in resplendent attire and surrounded by many soldiers.

“Who the hells are you then?” Orodan asked, more than a bit disoriented at the near-death experience he’d narrowly avoided.

“Zhou Shan… prince and rightful heir to the Celestial Court,” the man replied and offered a hand, which Orodan took. “And you must be the otherworlder, the Celestial… Orodan Wainwright. We just barely rescued you in time, thank the heavens. My father has lost his mind and must be stopped.”

This was the prince Akelrim Vedharna spoke so often of.

Around him was a full team of specialists, operating various complex looking devices, being empowered by multiple treasures and pills. They were within a war camp, and the very air and landscape looked surreal and impossible to comprehend, much like the Celestial Court did.

“What is this place?” Orodan asked.

“Ah, I apologize, Orodan Wainwright,” the prince said. “But I’m afraid I’ve dragged you from one battle to another. This is the war camp of the Third Army of the Celestial Court. My men are the only true loyalists of the Ascendent Sword Cluster who are willing to stand against both my father and the Puppet Sovereign.”

“We’re in a war zone, then?”

“Yes, the devils will attack us in moments,” Zhou Shan said. “I sincerely apologize, but I must ask you to join us in battle. Our mutual survival depends on it. Take a moment to gather yourself while I speak with my army.”

Apologize? For what?

Orodan could only smile like a madman.

He brought Zaessythra out of his ring and put her to the side. And just in time too, as the familiar alien feeling of something interacting with his soul from within hit him. And the familiar vision of his savior, wielding hammer and orb.

It looked… haggard. Had rescuing him cost that much?

[Checkpoint Set]

Orodan would not forget this, nor waste the opportunity.

A checkpoint right before a battle was the greatest gift he could possibly receive.


Chapter 7
Battlefield Grinding I


Although a battle awaited him, for the moment, the horizon was clear of imminent threats.

“Zaessythra, are you alright?”

“I’m fine.”

That was a bald-faced lie, even if she didn’t have a face to show it. Her soul, tone, and the emotions radiating off her mind were clear as day. She was afraid… terrified.

He stared at her until she finally broke the silence.

“You should go back to Ogdenborough… end the loop,” she suggested.

“Bit late for that. And with this checkpoint in place, I don’t know how I’m getting back. Not until I get some answers for whoever it was that rescued me. It’s multiple times now that I’ve had a vision of it, and it seems to remember me each time.”

“Then you shouldn’t have gone around blabbering to anyone who would listen about these time loops.”

Unlike her usual scathing tone which had a side of lightness to it, there was no mocking or playful causticness here. Just genuine blame; accusation. And it came from a place of real fear.

For once, Orodan felt true guilt creep upon his shoulders. His reckless and straightforward ways had not affected just him… but Zaessythra too.

“I… am sorry. I should not have brought you along if⁠—”

“Idiot. It’s not about me, it’s about you. Yes, I am terrified. I want nothing to do with that disgusting thing, and even looking at it nearly drove me mad. But you… you’re the one who’s going to pay the final price once that thing reaches you. No more time loops, no more bullheaded behavior, no more honorable warrior who enjoys fighting. Just death.”

The gravity of that statement should have hit harder than it did. But for him, the finality of death had never been something he feared.

“I’ll apologize for my idiocy in bringing you into my mess and not noticing the intentions of these cultivators in the first place, but not for who I am,” Orodan fired back, heated. “I was happy to die fighting to the death in my first life before the loops. What makes you think I would care now?”

“Because, you mongrel… more than yourself cares for you. If your incredibly dense head would deign to accept even a singular thought without it going in one ear and out the other, then you would realize that.”

Orodan was shocked into silence at her words, then…

“I hadn’t even realized…”

“Don’t stand there and look sorry, do better. Unscrew this miserable situation, and then make sure you don’t die,” she said.

Because if he didn’t… then she just might on his behalf. As she did last time.

The thought of that had his blood boiling.

“But enough of this. That thing you saw in your vision… it wasn’t the same one which attacked you either…” she muttered. “I’m as confused as you are.”

The point drew his thoughts back to his savior.

That maddened being had spoken clearly of being notified the moment Orodan defied the System’s Time Stasis during a trial of ascension. And he recalled well what the wording of that message had been.

Administrator notified.

Whatever that was… it must have been one of them. And the same term he’d also seen when the checkpoint system was activated in the first place, with the caveat that it was Administrator access only.

And given that he’d seen that hammer and orb wielding being each time the checkpoints were modified… he was tempted to assume it was an Administrator too.

But why were they at odds? Why was one trying to kill him and the other seemingly attempting to help him? Just what relation did they have to the time loops? Why was it Orodan Wainwright who was chosen? Especially when the scale of the loops were not just Alastaian… but cosmic.

These thoughts churned in his mind, yet pondering on them would get him nowhere for now. Orodan had always functioned best while taking action, and the man who needed him to do that approached him yet again.

“I’ll have to thank you for rescuing me,” Orodan earnestly said. “Who knows where I might have been thrown off to if not for your timely intervention? How did you know where I’d be?”

“We have been tracking your movements since you arrived in the Ascendent Sword Cluster. My father’s agents are clandestine and in far better position to move freely outside cultivator territory than mine are… but the emergence of a new Celestial is not something which goes unnoticed,” the prince said. “Unfortunately, reaching you while you were within Swordmist City wasn’t feasible. The Third Army’s base of power is here, in the dimensional divide. Our agents, few that they are, have been subject to continual rooting out by my father’s forces, and any diversion of operatives from here to outside would be viciously preyed upon by the forces of the puppet.”

“You must’ve seen what occurred out there then, right? What the hells was that thing out there?”

“What thing? You were too far to see visually. We sensed you in the middle of some form of combat, but a strange interference surrounded you,” the prince explained. “Something caused the interference to clear for a brief moment, and I took advantage of that upon seeing you hurtling into a wormhole.”

“You don’t know? Some strange man, or at least he looked similar enough to a man with what was left of him. He was wielding two swords and had System glyphs all across his broken body,” Orodan explained. “I have reason to believe it was an Administrator.”

And Orodan would have certainly died if not for that other Administrator rescuing him. And it wouldn’t be just the end of the loop… but a permanent death. Irrevocable, irreversible. A true end the likes of which he should have had at the very beginning when the greataxe of the Guzuharan had reaped his life.

The prince frowned.

“Impossible. An Administrator would not stoop so low as to attack a mortal not even entering Transcendence or divinity. You must be mistaken, and this was some mad dog allied with my father. The void between galaxies… it is a deadly place, and there are powerful beings within who even Transcendents fear. Has my father gone mad in seeking the aid of one of these?”

“Look, I’m not sure what’s so unbelievable about it, but the madman even claimed to be the one whose carving is atop Cultivator’s Peak. You know? That mountain on Xian with a hut⁠—”

“I know what Cultivator’s Peak is, but you are entirely mistaken. You must be!” Zhou Shan insisted, anger in his eyes. “The ancestor themselves? The first cultivator? He cannot be some broken maniac who would attack you! He has not been seen for millions upon millions of years!”

It seemed there would be no further approach of this topic, for the prince was quite defensive and insistent about what he believed. And even if he’d continued the discussion… then what? From the sound of it, Zhou Shan didn’t even know this first cultivator was an Administrator and that they were now some madman hells bent on destroying time loopers like Orodan.

That thing corrupted and maddened as it was, had said many things of great import. Other time loopers? A benefactor that put him in the time loops? And space outside of the System where he was vulnerable to a true death?

The universe was a truly gigantic place, and his worldview had irrevocably expanded with just one ill-fated meeting. The number of threats looming in the horizon were aplenty. Zaessythra had truly been right… perhaps going around telling people about the time loops had been exceptionally stupid.

He was now learning the hard way that there were potential consequences for acting in the bullheaded manner that he always did. Zaessythra was right.

“Believe what you want. I’ve said my piece.”

The heir to the Celestial Court looked ready to argue further if not for a swift runner approaching at great speed.

“My prince! The puppet’s army has been spotted on the horizon! They… they come in extreme numbers!”

Zhou Shan looked somewhat unwilling to just drop the conversation, but he schooled his expression and hefted his axe. Orodan sensed great power within that axe, and the rumbling of a familiar energy which emanated from himself whenever he used his own Celestial skill.

“Man your posts! I shall take to the field myself; we do not fight alone this day!” the prince declared as he looked at Orodan.

He’d truly gotten caught up in a mad lust for battle, but now that his mind had cleared a bit, he felt more than a minor amount of guilt. Throwing his own life away was one thing, but Zaessythra and his world depended upon him now.

Old Man Hannegan, Adeltaj, Balastion, Vespidia, and many others. Everyone upon Alastaia depended on him to succeed and carry this loop forward. The world was a better place now; their futures had been secured. It was up to Orodan to safeguard that and ensure a loop didn’t reset it all.

“I owe you one. Zhou Shan, was it? I’ll remember this.”

The prince only shook his head in response and extended a hand; Orodan took it.

“You owe me nothing, I simply saw a man in trouble and chose to help, as is the right thing to do,” Zhou Shan replied. “And if honor still dictates you feel a need to repay me, then join us in this battle.”

Why, that had been Orodan’s intention from the get-go!

“I would’ve joined in this fight even if you hadn’t saved my life.”

He moved to gather his sword and shield from the ground. Somehow, in a stroke of true fortune, both his precious weapons from Ogdenborough survived. Yes, they were mere Apprentice-level armaments, and in a battlefield where the enemies were Grandmasters, what use could they be? But to Orodan, the shield had saved his life innumerable times, and the sword had slain thousands of his enemies.

Their effectiveness was allowed only through the use of his Domain of Perfect Cleaning, which had Weapon Aura underneath its umbrella, but Orodan considered them important all the same.

For the first time, he took a proper look around, taking in his surroundings.

The landscape was similar to the impossible and dream-like geography of the Celestial Court. Which meant they were in another dimension altogether, one where both Gods and Transcendents could exist in their true forms. From what Jian Ren had told him during one of the checkpoint loops on Xian, important places of power and diplomacy within the universe were often hosted in such a dimension where Gods could remain without having to burn divine power, and where Transcendents could enter through a designated passageway.

A joining of the material and divine realms.

In the distance, looming over everything, larger than an entire world… was a gigantic whirling vortex. It was composed of pure white, and even from here, Orodan could hear, feel, and sense the trillions of beings. People.

Souls.

The souls of the deceased were entering from various points. Some from the battlefield itself as the wounded left behind finally perished. Others from different streams as people naturally died on the worlds of the Ascendent Sword Cluster. And as souls entered, other souls also left the vortex, flitting towards the worlds to inhabit new life, most without memories of their past lives.

This could only be the soul nexus, the very thing this entire war was being fought over.

And it was with this soul nexus as the backdrop that the Third Army was situated.

A large and expansive war camp, with red banners of an axe flying about everywhere. Soldiers weren’t bothering with the frilly drills he’d seen in Swordmist City. They stood with grim faces, dwelling on their own thoughts, or meditating before battle. These weren’t fresh-faced recruits, but veterans who’d fought in many battles.

He’d never been in a pitched battle where one military force engaged another. But the scene was something he’d at least learned of during basic training for the county militia. The method and arrangements of war seemed familiar in some respects to what he’d been taught of Inuanan military operations.

Soldiers were grouped into units, such as groups of swordsmen, units of spears and halberds, and formations of archers and javelineers. Of course, there were some mixed units as well. And numerous flying monsters—particularly the strange serpent-like dragons—also added to the matter by providing air support and remaining ready to contest the other side’s control of the skies. The back ranks held some gigantic artillery pieces, and some robed individuals who were surrounded by strange flags.

Formation masters. He’d heard of these individuals. And the only comparison he could draw to his world was that they’d be akin to a very high-level ritualist working actively from the back ranks.

All in all, it was a well-organized army with the caveat that every soldier was at the Grandmaster-level. Something completely out of place on Alastaia, as Grandmasters weren’t nearly common enough to form an entire army.

In contrast to Inuan, whose humans had only thirty thousand years of history after the collapse, a civilization that was millions of years old and spanned many dozens of worlds was a different matter.

The Third Army numbered roughly ten thousand, all of the troops Grandmasters at minimum.

Which meant it was a dire situation that the enemy numbered over forty thousand.

The battlefield wasn’t mountainous, sloped, or in any way obscured. It was a perfectly flat plain of battle where two armies could engage one another fairly. Why the numerically smaller force had chosen to commit to this slugfest, Orodan didn’t know, but he approved, of course.

And the clear battlefield allowed him a nice view of the enemy army.

Forty thousand… Orodan had never faced such extreme numbers before.

The weakest were Grandmasters, and they had plenty of lieutenants and commanders who were Transcendents. There were some differences in the enemy army, chiefly that their flying monsters weren’t serpentine dragons, but some kind of fell beast which looked rather devilish in nature; a nod to the support they were receiving from the Hells. And their front ranks were composed of cultivators, but also some sort of smaller minotaur which wore armor and wielded weapons like a humanoid. In fact, a majority of their frontline was composed of these minotaurs.

“Bull demons… the Dao-less scum bring their slaves borrowed from the Hells to wear us down first,” one soldier nearby muttered.

Orodan vaguely recalled Akelrim saying something about bull demons before, although that was before he knew the Vedharna was an otherworlder who’d fallen into the body of an Alastaian.

“Are they strong?” Orodan asked the soldier.

“They have a Demonic Might skill which puts them on par with our body cultivators,” the soldier replied.

“This will be a hard-fought battle, Orodan,” Zhou Shan said as he walked up from behind to stand next to him. “This is the greatest force they’ve ever brought to bear thus far.”

“Would I be arrogant to presume it’s because of me?”

“Not at all. Our fate cultivators can sense your Celestial skill. The Puppet Sovereign has doubtlessly kept tabs on you as well,” Zhou Shan replied. “They aren’t stupid. Giving us any time to become entrenched and properly utilize your prowess would be foolish, hence they strike now.”

“Quite the numbers arrayed before us…”

“Indeed, we must fight conservatively. Fear not, I too am a bearer of a Celestial skill, with my axe working in concert with your cleaning, we shall beat this foe back!” Zhou Shan heroically promised. “Now then let us—wait, what are you doing?”

What was Orodan doing?

Nothing but the usual for him…

…which involved charging into the ranks of the enemy army by himself.

“Hahaha! I’ll take you all on! Nobody else gets a single kill!”

This was the declaration of Orodan Wainwright.

This was a real battlefield, and today, he would annihilate the entire enemy army by himself. As many checkpoint loops as it took!

The Celestial Emperor was devious, and Orodan would have to admit, intelligent. The man refused to allow Orodan the opportunity to use him as a stepping stone and acted ruthlessly to send him into the clutches of the hostile Administrator.

But these foes? They presented the perfect opportunity for some excellent training.

Armies in the midst of battle weren’t unguarded. Any respectable military force had countermeasures for virtually every situation and method of attack. On Inuan, standing armies had mind magic specialists, chronomancers, spatiomancers, and soul mages alongside a suite of supporting troops all meant to safeguard against various vectors of attack.

So, when the enemy army had their space-lock formation shattered with brute force and power as a Spatial Fold got through, it was cause for concern.

“Patriarch! The space-lock formation is broken!”

“It’s the enemy Celestial!”

“How did he get past the space-lock? We had twenty separate Qi batteries powering it!”

“Enough! Front ranks! Advance and engage!” a powerful commander bellowed. Orodan sensed the woman was a Transcendent, wielding a whip, akin to a slave-driver for these strange minotaur-men. “Back ranks! Coiling Serpent Formation, now! Open fire! Kill the fool for daring to arrogantly advance ahead of his allies!”

A thousand-strong unit of bull demons rushed him, and Orodan was prepared to return their charge with one of his own. They were each Grandmasters, but Orodan was strong and held faith in his ability to win through time and attrition. But what he didn’t expect, was for the back rank right behind the bull demon unit to suddenly become surrounded by green Qi, which coalesced into the form of an ethereal giant serpent.

This giant serpent shot out a volley of empowered arrows, blasting his body full of holes.

“Hahaha! We’ve struck a mortal blow! Are you sure that’s the Celestial and not some fraud?”

Unfortunately for them, the problem with hitting Orodan, even at range, was getting struck in return by Warrior’s Reciprocity. As the arrows struck, dozens of enemy archers dropped dead from the return.

“What the… how did these archers die?” an enemy unit leader questioned, looking around frantically for hidden foes.

Orodan swiftly recovered from having multiple penetration wounds inflicted upon him and met the bull demons in melee.

One man, wielding sword and shield, against a thousand-strong unit of great axe-wielding monsters, all two heads bigger than even him. Yet, the first ten who made contact with him were sent flying like leaves in a gale. His sword and shield began lashing out, fourteen clones of him appeared, and Orodan Wainwright began a furious melee against an entire frontline unit of bull demons.

Yes, he was far stronger than each bull demon. But they were still Grandmasters, and more importantly, their Physical Fitness equivalent skill stretched further than it would on a regular human. Which meant they hit far harder than a normal Grandmaster. Orodan took hits here and there as the thousand-strong unit swarmed him with numbers.

“Human scum!”

“You shall fall eventually, mortal!”

“Kill the human now before it becomes a greater threat!”

The bull demons roared and snarled their threats as they hacked, slashed, and gored Orodan. For every ten foes he slew, ten blows were received.

The situation would’ve been a gradual death by a thousand cuts…

…for someone without his healing capabilities.

The first sign of something wrong was when a three-meter zone of corpses surrounded him. His foes finally began catching on when the nearby bull demons began hesitating in their attacks, partially unwilling to engage him in melee out of fear despite the cracking whip and barked commands of their masters in the back.

The last four that felt brave and were too slow to catch on, died as their own blows were returned with a more than five times multiplier.

“Worthless demons! Advance! You dare falter before a single man?” the whip-wielding Transcendent roared, slamming an ethereal projection of her whip into the backs of the entire formation.

“Mistress! We cannot defeat the foe!” one of the mightier bull demons cried out. It was the unit captain, the leader of this particular group of a thousand. “The human’s healing is monstrous! It’s far too strong!”

However, hesitant as they were, the Transcendent’s whip must have had some persuasive quality to it, and it drove them to continue assaulting Orodan. They suffered many more casualties as a result.

Lives were reaped by the dozen as All-Strikes shot out and killed many at a time, and Warrior’s Reciprocity made them pay for every strike they landed. Furthermore, he began reaching out with Vision of Purity and Domain of Perfect Cleaning; seeing an opportunity.

The bull demons were almost suicidal in their attacks, but it wasn’t natural. As though their instincts had been overridden by something. And that overriding reason… was a powerful command within their minds. These bull demons were not only slaves in name, but in mind too. The cultivators had some method of controlling them, with orders for the unit engaging him being enforced by the whip-wielder.

Domain of Perfect Cleaning began purifying the corrupted parts of their mind where this control mechanism took root.

[Domain of Perfect Cleaning 78 → Domain of Perfect Cleaning 79]

Almost immediately, the commanding whip-wielding cultivator had a look of raw panic upon her face and rushed Orodan.

“He’s breaking the control we have over the demons! Mind cultivators! Delay him!” she roared. “Master! The artifact requires more power to keep these vermin in line!”

However, it was too little too late. Even as the combined mental assault of a thousand minds hit him, the damage had been done, as Domain of Perfect Cleaning struck out and cleansed the minds of over five thousand bull demons in the vicinity. He shook off the assault by the enemy Mind cultivators, many reeling in shock and out of commission as Warrior’s Reciprocity returned their assault.

Frankly, this was why Inuanan military doctrine advised against packing many separate units too closely together. The threat of wide area attacks causing heavy casualties was too high. Units packing too closely together could lead to horrible losses. Rather, it was better to have them remain within reinforcing range and congregate and disperse as needed.

Which was what the enemy had done. They had some common sense and elected to keep a space of a few miles between every group of five units, with each unit having a thousand demons.

As it stood, he would’ve cleansed even more bull demons if they hadn’t had such sense and the range of Domain of Perfect Cleaning wasn’t limited.

The bull demons who had their minds purified began routing and broke off from their main force. Just like that… the opposing army of forty-thousand had been turned into an enemy army of thirty-five thousand. Now all he had to do was repeat the process for the rest of the bull demons, and he’d make a noticeable contribution to the battle.

Orodan had charged the direct center of the enemy’s front line, a spearhead. The battlefield was a big place, and the section he’d charged only made up part of the enemy’s army. The remaining regiments of the foe collided with allied battle lines, the forces of the prince’s army unwilling to stand around. The flanks of the Puppet Sovereign’s forces clashed against the flanks of the Third Army, and regiments of bull demons meant to die as expendable meat shields went up against the loyalist cultivators of the Celestial Court.

Allied cultivators obliterated entire units of bull demons by working together in tandem and producing ethereal creatures utilized as gigantic weapons. It was a technique Orodan had been on the receiving end of moments ago when he’d been struck by arrows. Seeing it as an observer exposed the intricacies involved. Cultivators channeled high amounts of Qi to form an ethereal dragon, and each cultivator was responsible for controlling a portion of the energy beast. The claws, mouth, and wings of the dragon were its mightiest points, with many people working together to commandeer the giant dragon made of Qi.

However, nobly as they fought, the Third Army was outnumbered. And the bull demon regiments were but an expendable shield meant to absorb powerful attacks so the enemy cultivators in the back ranks could then come in fresh to prey upon the troops of the Third Army.

The ground battle looked like it was in dire straits as the enemy had numerical superiority.

In the skies, serpentine dragons and their riders battled against flying fell beasts mounted by demons and cultivators. And while the dragon riders were solidly winning in the air, the enemy cultivators on the ground began utilizing their superior numbers and ranged firepower to force them to land or die. Aerial superiority was thus stalemated, and at the very least, Orodan didn’t have to worry about enemy aerial troops assaulting him thanks to the efforts of these brave dragon riders.

The biggest spectacle on the battlefield was the leaders of the two armies clashing head-to-head.

He had heard that the leader of these rebels was in league with devils, but never had it been more apparent than when he saw it with his own eyes. The man looked normal enough but was throwing flames of a deep red color at the prince. It was hellfire, something that should have been unique to the devils of the Hells. And even from a great distance, Orodan could feel there was something profoundly wrong with him. Prince Zhou Shan, however, was strong, and the Third Army’s leader slammed an axe against the hellfire-wielding enemy over and over and looked to actually have an edge.

On his end, the Transcendent commander wasn’t happy that Orodan caused five thousand bull demons to rout on the spot. She struck out with her weapon; a deadly bladed whip that lashed toward him like a snake and threatened to slice right through his limbs. Yet, Shield Intent and his defensive bracing held. The attack was strong, but as he’d come to learn, Transcendence was merely the act of going past level 100 in a skill.

Orodan had yet to ask anyone what the levels of strength in the Transcendent-level were, but without a doubt, this woman was weaker than Jian Song and Devil King Gutriyaz, and far weaker than the Celestial Emperor. He had grown in power; this woman was perhaps only slightly more powerful than him.

And Orodan had been fighting uphill battles against stronger opponents all his life. It was a battle of attrition which he held faith in winning.

The elite troops of each side, Transcendents and Gods, began clashing all throughout the battlefield. However, right from the beginning, the situation looked to be dire. The enemy outnumbered them four-to-one. And this also meant they held numerical superiority in terms of Gods and Transcendents.

Hence, Orodan was reminded that the whip-wielding cultivator wasn’t the only enemy he had to face.

A thousand-headed serpent tore through space and every one of its heads glared at him with the promise of death. It glowed a cyan color and began generating tsunamis and floods around it which were empowered by divine energy. He’d fought a hundred-headed serpent before, in his early days on Alastaia. But compared to this, the one he fought on his world might as well be a cute house pet.

This was a hydra, yes. But it was a God. An actual God in the flesh, empowered by the faith of its innumerable followers and worshippers. Existing without cost directly in this strange hybrid dimension where mortal and divinity could walk freely side by side.

It was his second time seeing an actual divine in the material plane with its true form, but it was no less impressive. And it had divine energy, lots of it.

The first thing it did was open the mouths of all one thousand of its heads, and launch beams of divinely empowered water directly at him.

The regiment of bull demons had already broken and fled, leaving just Orodan, the Transcendent Whip cultivator, and the hydra-God on their section of the battlefield. A section which was utterly decimated as a hundred miles of terrain were utterly obliterated by the raw force of an ocean, fired directly from the heads of the snake.

Yet, when the waters subsided, the hydra-God could only look on in shock.

“Divine Resistance? How!” it protested, baffled. “Be warned! The enemy Celestial also possesses Divine Resistance!”

The call-out was heard clearly, and the difference was noticeable as the enemy army began shifting its back ranks about, and two Transcendent enemy commanders fighting on other fronts backed out and made their way towards Orodan. When the enemy had numerical superiority, such mid-battle shuffling was a luxury they were afforded.

The hydra-God pulled back, and Orodan lamented the fact he wouldn’t be acquiring the God Slayer title just yet. And the two enemy Transcendents came in, one, a man wearing robes of splendorous wealth, who caused gold coins and wealth to appear and disappear from thin air as he walked. The other, a woman who crackled with lightning as her fists clenched, was an unarmed fighter.

Three Transcendents arrayed against him, when he was only able to hold out against one. Dire odds indeed. Just how he liked them.

“Orodan Wainwright! What has the Celestial Emperor promised to seduce you into serving his tyrannical court?” the lightning-fist Transcendent called out. “Join us and fight for the cause of liberty and justice!”

“You’ve enslaved bull demons to fight your battles. How much justice exists in your cause?” Orodan fired back, causing the woman to frown. “And I don’t serve the Celestial Emperor. Matter of fact, I want him dead.”

“You lie. Why do you stand with the army of the prince then?” she asked. “I sense you’re no stronger than the Master-level, yet you fight far beyond it. Incredible potential, worthy of being a Celestial skill bearer, but even you have limits.”

Frankly, he wasn’t even sure why these two sides were fighting if Jian Huangdi was some common enemy of theirs… but Orodan had never been good at asking pertinent questions before getting into a fight. He pointed his sword at her and smiled as his battle lust took over.

“Let’s test these limits then.”

No further words were said.

The first to reach him, unsurprisingly, was the lightning-fist Transcendent. Arcs of energy crackled around her fist, and the lightning jumped from her hand to his chest.

[Lightning Resistance 18 → Lightning Resistance 23]

This woman was a Transcendent of lightning, a powerful existence. The arcing energy coming from her fist caused his skin to wrinkle and blacken as it ran through his body.

But… that was all it did.

And as her actual fist reached him, his own hand came up and caught it cleanly, causing her eyes to widen. Strong, but she wasn’t a Transcendent in unarmed fighting, just in lightning. And his own Physical Fitness and skill in melee was on par with hers.

“What a monster! He also has Lightning Resistance! My attacks aren’t going to be effective!” she cried out as her flesh charred and blackened miserably from the return of Warrior’s Reciprocity. “He can turn our attacks against us! Xue Ran! We need your healing!”

High in the skies atop the back of a fell beast, was a cultivator surrounded by copious amounts of jade energy. This man sent flowing beams of green healing light at the injured combatants of the enemy army. And in particular, this allowed his enemies to recover from any attacks they landed upon him, the threat of his Warrior’s Reciprocity lessened.

The whip Transcendent reached him shortly after, and it became a two-on-one. Even with Shield Intent and his defensive abilities, he was on the backfoot now that they were ganging up on him. He tactically allowed the weaker attacks of the lightning-fist to land while focusing only on defending against the whip. He might’ve held too if not for the inclusion of the third enemy Transcendent.

A river of soul energy powered gold washed over him, its heat scorching, but his Fire Resistance aided against that. What was of concern though, was how the liquid metal gold seeped through his skin and into his veins where it began solidifying. And unlike regular gold, it was profoundly strong. His muscles were incapable of breaking it as they attempted to reform, leading to some mangled healing which he had to abort.

His veins began filling with gold which continuously hardened, his blood turned solid, and his entire body began to be destroyed from the inside out.

The attack was a dangerous one, and Orodan was forced to abandon his regular body entirely and begin reforming a new one from the few cells that hadn’t been touched by the Transcendent cultivator’s gold.

“Do you like my Dao of Gold, otherworlder?” the man asked, shrouded in jade energy from the aerial healer. “I’m told those with healing and regeneration powers often struggle against it. Unlike a more transient assault which your body either survives or is destroyed by, my gold remains, a block against your cells reforming in the correct shape. After all, how can you regrow your heart if unbreakable gold is in its place?”

Orodan had to admit, this was a learning experience. Of course, enemies who could counter his healing abilities existed. The universe was simply too large to expect that anti-regeneration tactics and abilities didn’t exist.

“It’s a novel tactic. Never had it used against me before,” Orodan said. “Even cycling copious amounts of soul energy through my body doesn’t prevent the gold from seeping in. It only slows it down.”

“Indeed, in time, these energy intensive reformations you’re performing will drain you, all while we continue receiving healing. And then… you’ll fall,” the man said. In response, Orodan’s eyes held a determined look.

A battle of attrition then. His foes didn’t know yet, but would learn the hard way why that was a bad plan.

The very center of the battlefield was devoid of regular troops. The enemy’s center front line of bull demons had broken, and the back rank of cultivators had re-deployed to the flanks to combat the Third Army. The only beings present in the center were Orodan and the three enemy Transcendents ganging up on him. In the skies above, Zhou Shan and his core group of elites battled against the Puppet Sovereign and his inner circle.

Whip light—an equivalent to the sword light he’d seen—materialized and flayed large chunks of Orodan’s flesh, and any attempts to reform were hampered as liquid gold filled his veins and acted as a hindrance. Over and over, Orodan was forced to tear off parts of his own body and reform outside of it. And the Gold cultivator had begun to realize that perhaps attrition wasn’t a wise idea.

“I had thought he’d be running low on energy after so many reformations, but it seems he has some unique ability to generate unreasonable amounts of power,” the Gold cultivator said. “Attempting to exhaust him may not be wise. Hold him in place as I properly surround him.”

Orodan continued fighting, and his skill levels rose across the board, but it was a losing affair.

The whip cultivator’s weapon erupted with the deep red flames of Hell, which he had resistance against. But the weapon itself also gained an increase in durability, which was used to great effect in binding him…

…as a carefully controlled sphere of liquid gold enveloped him within.

His entire body, all of his cells, were caught within it. And it seeped into each and every one of his pores and began circulating throughout his body. Then, it began hardening.

The Incorruptible Being portion of Domain of Perfect Cleaning kicked in and prevented the worst of the man’s abilities, which was the conversion of living flesh to gold. But it was still a nearly fatal attack as the gold began grounding each and every cell of his body down.

Yet, even amidst this dire situation… good training could occur.

[Body Tempering 56 → Body Tempering 58]

Orodan directed all of his focus to his physical body. Body Tempering was a difficult skill to train as he grew stronger, particularly since it was hard to find a method of applying omnidirectional pressure to each and every cell of his body. This was the perfect opportunity for some training.

Like undergoing a crucible of death and pain, he would struggle, and he would grind skill levels.

The flowing gold ran through him and infested the gaps between each cell, grinding him into mush and destroying him. But, Orodan struggled back, focusing on squeezing physical power out of each and every cell of his body.

Furthermore, this dangerous attack forced him to become aware of the most minute gaps and imperfections in his own body. Cells had gaps between them, and this gap was filled with natural blood, fluids, and matter. Then, to prevent the infiltration of liquid gold into his veins, this matter needed to become stronger.

Even as his body was ravaged and his healing ineffective, Orodan closed his eyes and focused inward. Inch by inch, as his body was ground down, he observed closely. And he took note of the flaws present in his blood, in the cells themselves; in the smallest units of matter which his body was composed of.

And as it was destroyed, he began reforming his blood and interstitial fluid to be stronger, tougher… capable of competing against liquid gold itself in strength and thickness. Like a diamond being formed under pressure, he used the horrid position he was in to strengthen himself.

[Body Tempering 58 → Body Tempering 61]

“He’s… he’s somehow adapting! Unleash your assaults and kill him immediately! His healing is hampered!” the Gold cultivator shouted in a panic.

The hellish flames from the whip erupted once more, and the blade portion of the whip began producing its whip light, vibrating furiously to a point where mere contact would make Orodan’s flesh disintegrate. And as it was about to destroy the final vestiges of Orodan’s body…

…he revealed another one of his cards.

[Teleportation 46 → Teleportation 47]

It was harder than he thought it’d be, particularly since this Gold cultivator’s liquid material also had the ability to lock down space. But the Transcendent wasn’t a true specialist in the art of space, and Orodan’s raw power had a knack for shattering any attempts to restrict spatiomancy.

“He can teleport too? This is just ridiculous,” the Gold cultivator said. “Enough games, call in every spare captain and commander we have. We must strike now and with full force before he can adapt even further!”

Multiple Transcendents entered the fray, and Orodan was promptly swarmed by a crowd of enemies, all of whom were individually stronger than him. He faced at least thirty enemy Transcendents. And while he’d grown strong, capable of surviving a powerful Devil King and holding against three Transcendents at the same time… it didn’t mean he could last against thirty.

Arrows capable of penetrating continents blasted through him, sword strikes which could cut empires struck, and hammers capable of rocking worlds smacked him about. His only saving grace was that each attack knocked him around enough that the following twenty-nine didn’t land as flush as they otherwise would have.

He truly was on the verge of dying, when the enemy did something which presented an opportunity. They worked in concert to set up a gigantic formation. It looked like a continent-sized Arch-Devil, with different points of the soul energy construct being controlled by different people.

And immediately, Orodan acted.

Chronomancy. His very first encounter with it was on Alastaia during his early days when he was getting an education at the Bluefire Academy. The headmistress of the school of chronomancy that he’d encountered had explained a few things about the arts of time to him.

First, that reversing anything in time cost energy. In fact, the more energy that something possessed or was involved in its creation, the more power the chronomancer would have to expend. Power wasn’t an issue for Orodan Wainwright.

But here and now, as he was about to die, what did interest him, was the fact that chronomancers on his world were capable of reversing a positive transformation and stealing the mana difference.

And as Orodan charged up an enormous amount of power through Eternal Soul Reactor and threw it into Time Reversal, his enemies could only stare with wide eyes.

“Stop him! Time cultivators, interrupt him at all costs!”

“He’s just one man! How is he generating so much power?”

[Time Mastery 47 → Time Mastery 50]

[New Title → Time Adept]

[Time Reversal 46 → Time Reversal 50]

Even on Alastaia, the standard countermeasures against direct manipulation by chronomancers was to either maintain a full mana pool or carry anti-chronomancy items which were essentially large batteries of power. The principle was that the cost of reversing time when large quantities of power were involved would be debilitating. And while a very skilled chronomancer could use finesse to target only the enemy and not their anti-chronomancy objects, many of the enchanted objects had safeguards to detect this and would then promptly cycle their mana pools into the wearer, making chronomancy even harder.

It stood to reason then that every Transcendent on this battlefield had items which guarded against chronomancy. Items which were entirely useless against the bottomless well of soul energy that Orodan Wainwright possessed.

“Impossible! How can you reverse time upon so many?” a graying cultivator called out. The man wielded a giant hourglass as a weapon, and it wasn’t difficult to guess that he was a Time cultivator.

One who failed to stop him.

He and two others furiously attempted to counter Orodan’s manipulation of time. In fact, they had done everything right. They were directly contesting his chronomancy, had anti-chronomancy items on their persons, and their energy reserves weren’t low.

Yet, one could do everything correctly and still fail when up against the unfair ability to generate power endlessly.

Before the very eyes of the two warring armies, Orodan’s Time Reversal grasped all thirty of the enemy Transcendents…

…and reversed them through time to before they worked together to form the gigantic Arch-Devil. Enemy counter-chronomancy, anti-chronomancy items, and energy pools; none of it mattered. His eyes blazed with white light as his soul energy was directed towards the domineering feat of toying with them in the river of time despite their best efforts to resist.

And while he couldn’t absorb enemy soul energy to pocket the difference like he could mana, he could at the very least ensure they returned through time without the energy they’d invested into their formation.

“The Hellfire Emperor formation… It’s gone!” one enemy called out. “This… this is too much! Call for the general!”

The general? They couldn’t mean…

The titanic battle in the skies between the leaders and inner circles of the two armies shifted as two figures broke away. Their sudden departure caused Prince Zhou Shan to gain the upper hand and begin a massacre of many of the Puppet Sovereign’s elites. And this truly should’ve been good news!

Unfortunately, the two figures who broke away were heading straight for Orodan.

His actions had drawn a bit too much attention.

Expecting the rest of the enemy army to sit on their laurels as he devastated a five thousand strong regiment and proceeded to occupy thirty of the enemy Transcendents was stupid. He’d displayed his power, and now they were taking him very seriously.

In their eyes, he was a tactical threat, an enemy asset which needed to be eliminated at the nearest possible opportunity, even if that came with some losses of their own.

However, instead of immediately attacking him, the two figures examined him closely.

The subordinate of the two was an old cultivator who carried a simple broom, yet Orodan could sense the raw power emanating from the man. A fellow practitioner of the cleaning arts.

The leader was a wicked figure. On the surface he looked like a man, but Orodan knew there was something vile about him. As though he wasn’t a man but something far more wicked beneath the guise of one.

“The time looper,” spoke the wicked, armored figure. “I see Devil King Gutriyaz failed to kill you. How many tries did it take? Did you gain any exceptional skills from him?”

The group of thirty enemy Transcendents backed off as the man spoke. He wore dark armor, composed of scales. Typical cultivator soldier attire, but with streaks of deep red running through. He carried no weapons; his hands glowed with deep red flames which possessed a sinister aura. Hellfire.

The man’s eyes flashed red with power, and something far more wicked underneath.

A single look with Vision of Purity told him exactly what it was.

“You’re—”

“A Devil King? Yes. Of course, you can tell. This must be your first time going through this then,” the man said. “Since you’re in a time loop, I might as well spill the rice in the hopes of gaining some of your trust, no?”

Orodan had heard of demonic possession. Even growing up in Ogdenborough, the priests of the Cathedral would expound on the fact that demonic possession was a real threat that Alastaia had to contend with in the past. Of course, since the destruction of the Seventh Hell, it was no longer a concern upon his homeworld. Witnessing a possessed being for the first time was a learning experience.

It was a sickening thing, the very core of the man’s being was rotten, as though something wicked wore his body like a set of ill-fitting clothes. Beneath the surface, the original soul was trapped. Battered and tortured into submission. Vision of Purity saw the Devil King underneath as a foul plague, dirty filth. And he had to wonder if this was one of the restricted skills which only devils had access to. For he’d heard of nobody else on Alastaia being capable of possession like this thing was.

“Trust? The very sight of you makes me want to retch,” Orodan said. “I used to think I hated necromancers the most, but I might have to make room for a number one spot on that list.”

“But we need not be hostile towards one another,” the Devil King said. “They call this mortal the Puppet Sovereign, but what they don’t say is that he willingly allowed me to possess his mind and body. If only so he could escape the mind control of the tyrant they call the Celestial Emperor.”

“Do not bandy words with me, demon. You are preying upon his misery like a debt collector bleeding coin from an impoverished family,” Orodan rebuked. “We’re natural enemies. Devil King Gutriyaz attempted to kill me the moment I displayed my ability to purify a True Vampire.”

“Yes, a troubling ability, the power wielded by the Great Betrayer of our kind. And if you weren’t a time looper, you would be dead. The thought of you turning that towards me is a sickening one,” the disguised devil admitted with a snarl, which looked most odd when done through a human body. “But, now that you’ve revealed yourself to be someone of a most vexatious nature, perhaps we can come to an agreement? Even if you despise me and my kind, mayhap you can direct your ire against our mutual enemies.”

“The Celestial Emperor.”

“Precisely,” the Puppet Sovereign replied. “The fact that you’ve survived to reach this place… I’m truly curious, did you and the emperor come to an accord of sorts? Have you allied with him, of all people?”

“An accord? I bow to no one,” Orodan replied. “His Dao attempted to subvert my will, and I simply resisted it with brute force and strength of mind.”

“Impossible…!” the puppet declared. “At your level, such a thing should not have been possible. You lie.”

“Believe whatever you want. This conversation has gone on too long,” Orodan said as he pointed his sword at the foe. “It’s time to fight.”

The Puppet Sovereign’s eyes narrowed, and the devil simply smiled.

“This is your first time making it this far, isn’t it?” the Puppet Sovereign asked. “I apologize, Thousand Broom Sovereign, but I’m afraid I shall have to renege on our agreement, even at the cost of my own soul.”

The man wielding the broom turned sharply, eyes wide.

“We had an agreement! Just what do you intend to do?” the man furiously asked.

“Unfortunately, we face a grave threat in the face of which the soul nexus is no longer a priority,” the Puppet Sovereign said. “It shall be a suitable price to pay if we can inflict a grievous wound on a time looper.”

“No! I cannot allow this! You die here, you dev⁠—”

The broom was mid-motion, about to strike the Puppet Sovereign, when a simple pulse of world energy went out from a crown-shaped ring upon the devil’s finger. This pulse went directly towards the gigantic soul nexus overlooking the entire battlefield.

“No… no!” the Thousand Broom Sovereign cried in despair.

One moment the soul nexus was white, the trillions of souls within were peacefully undergoing the cycle of death and reincarnation. And the next…

…hellfire began spreading through. It wasn’t the usual fire, but one which reached deep into the cores of all the trillions of souls within the nexus.

When he first learned Eternal Soul Reactor, Adeltaj had been concerned that Orodan was igniting his own soul in a suicidal attack. It was a valid concern, after all, soul mages could do such a thing, to devastating effect. It detonated the outer soul layer through the build-up of cataclysmic pressure. This ignition and subsequent explosion of one’s own soul was known as a soul core explosion, and it was a frightening thing. Even a single soul mage or someone with a powerful soul could kill many people, including a tier above through the suicidal act.

But this? To set a small virulent hellfire which caused such a thing to happen to all of the trillions of souls within the soul nexus?

Well, it was hopeless to expect survival. This Devil King wearing the Puppet Sovereign’s body was utterly ruthless, accepting its own death in exchange for a suicidal attack which leveraged the souls of trillions of innocents.

One moment the dimensional realm existed, and the next…

…the very barriers shattered from the raw devastation as a blast capable of destroying an entire solar system erupted.

He did his best to shield himself, but everything was shattered, and the last thing Orodan recalled was forgetting who he was. The familiar sign of a completely destroyed outer soul layer.

[Checkpoint Restored]

For a while, the warrior simply sat in place, unknowing of who he was. Even as an armored axe-wielding man came up and tried to rouse him.

“My prince! The puppet’s army has been spotted on the horizon! They… they come in extreme numbers!” a messenger declared.

He knew not who he was. In fact, this warrior did not know his own identity or what the surroundings were.

“Orodan…? Orodan!” a feminine voice cried out from near him, and the thwack of a book hitting the warrior’s head could be heard. “Your outer soul layer has been entirely destroyed. Look inwards and focus! You told me you’ve recovered from this before!”

The warrior wasn’t sure who Orodan was or what this strange talking book meant, but something deep within urged him to stand up and…

…pick up a nearby broom.

“Orodan Wainwright… has he truly suffered such a grievous assault?” a regally dressed man wielding an axe asked. “How? The battle in the stars did not look so bad, and he was fine just a moment ago.”

“The time loop… he suffered this in the upcoming battle, no doubt,” the book explained. “The extent of the damage is quite severe… I don’t know how he recovered from such a thing. It should usually take months even for world-defying talents.”

As for the warrior himself, he knew not and cared not for the prattle around him. He took hold of the broom… and saw the dirty ground of the camp he was in.

With his first strokes, the ground began to be cleansed.

“T-that is… some profound technique!” the man whose broom he’d borrowed uttered. “Urk… I am ashamed to have ever pursued the Dao of Cleaning in the face of such mastery!”

With each stroke, his mind grew sharper and clearer. The far-away voice that was urging him drew nearer.

“He’s really just going to clean the entire camp…” the regal man with the axe said.

“Yes… this should work. He told me this was how he did it last time too,” the talking book muttered.

Instinctively, the warrior felt that he could draw upon the power to cleanse everything for miles. But that felt incorrect. As though he would be relying on an external power.

The basics, the fundamentals, were so very important.

Perfect sweeps rid the very ground of all dirt, and in-between each stroke, he re-adjusted the head of the broom to account for the minute imperfections and fibers bunching up or knotting. It was a good implement, but adjusting the head between each movement was but the very beginning of pursuing the path to perfection.

[Domain of Perfect Cleaning 79 → Domain of Perfect Cleaning 80]

The message came, something in his soul clicked… and finally, Orodan Wainwright remembered who he was once more.

He took five more minutes to look inwards and focus on patching his soul’s outer layer up completely.

And then, it all came back.

“Orodan, your soul… you healed it completely,” Zaessythra muttered, and Orodan gave her a look of fondness and gratitude.

“I did. Thank you for being here patiently as I did and having faith in me,” he said, then turned to Prince Zhou Shan. “The Puppet Sovereign is possessed by a Devil King.”

“Yes, I was about to tell you that. His entire inner circle of generals are either possessed or have the restricted skills of the Hells,” the prince replied, and Orodan felt some shame at having just rushed ahead in the last checkpoint loop without working together with his allies.

“That Devil King also intends to set the soul nexus on fire and cause the trillions of souls within to explode.”

“What! That scoundrel dares to threaten the future of our people itself?”

“Are the Hells not enemies with the Celestial Court?” Orodan asked.

“Of course! But to harm a soul nexus goes against System law itself! That foul devil would have the enforcers of the System itself descend upon—” Zhou Shan stopped himself, looking closely at Orodan. “Unless of course… it thought to deal you a permanent blow.”

Zaessythra fluttered near him.

“A good plan which would’ve worked on anyone else no doubt,” she said. “However, the Devil King wasn’t aware of your ability to heal so quickly and completely from having the outer layer of your soul destroyed. In most people, it wipes their recent memories entirely. In fact… are you alright, Orodan?”

Alright? He was more than just alright…

“This… will be excellent training!” he declared.

Dead silence greeted his proclamation.

The prince could only shake his head, yet he had a smile upon his face.

“Truly, I was hoping to discuss the rumor I’d heard that you’re in a time loop,” the man said. “But this is perfect. With you repeating this battle over and over, you can grow stronger and stronger. Orodan Wainwright, let me know how the Third Army can assist you in this endeavor.”

“By staying out of this battle,” Orodan declared, and the men around him broke out in mutters and many protested. Thus, he raised his hands placatingly. “Not to say you cultivators aren’t brave men and women who wouldn’t fight for your homes and liberty. But, the only way I can truly acquire strength… is by taking the entire enemy army on by myself, and winning.”

“You are truly mad, Orodan,” Prince Zhou Shan said. “But, we lose little by trusting you, and my Truth cultivators verify you speak no lies. But, are you truly okay with dying over and over just for the sake of strength?”

“I’ve been doing naught but that since the moment these time loops began,” Orodan replied.

It was time…

…for some battlefield grinding.


Chapter 8
Battlefield Grinding II


“That strange hellfire they used to ignite the soul nexus,” Orodan said, “any idea what it could be?”

“It could be a few different things… but one of the most likely is soul-devouring hellfire,” Prince Zhou Shan answered apprehensively. “A wicked flame unique to the Hells which can cause soul explosions in the target. It must’ve been a modified one capable of virulently spreading.”

“I sensed a pulse of world energy go out before the nexus went off,” Orodan added. “From a ring on that devil’s finger no less. Is that his crown?”

“Yes, having dominion over a world core allows a Sovereign to direct world energy to various ends, as you no doubt know,” Zhou Shan said. “With that thing possessing his body, the Puppet Sovereign has essentially ceded control of his world core to the Devil King within.”

Orodan nodded in response, yet in truth his control over world energy wasn’t anything special. In fact, he suspected there were skills related to it which he didn’t currently have. His current abilities with it were limited to increasing or decreasing the density of world energy upon Alastaia.

Using world energy to set a virulent hellfire upon a soul nexus? He wasn’t sure if he could do anything of the sort.

“Before I charge in, tell me more about these bull demons that compose the enemy’s front ranks,” Orodan said as he drew his weapons.

“The rank and file chaff of the typical devil army. The cultivators among our foes are pacified only by the fact that they’re mere slaves and not equal soldiers within the army,” Zhou Shan explained. “The Puppet Sovereign must have some method of controlling them. Still, while their battle methods are crude, they possess the physical attributes of a body cultivator and can be a genuine threat in melee combat. Forcing our troops to confront fifteen thousand bull demons first is a devious but undeniably effective tactic. Their cultivators can then sweep in, fresh, to unleash their full might against our exhausted front line.”

“Their loyalty to the enemy doesn’t run deep. Once I eliminated the control mechanisms within their minds, they broke and ran,” Orodan said.

“Truly? How many of these bull demons do you think you could subvert in such a manner?” the prince asked.

“If I managed to gather them together? All of them. Of course, their common-sense measure of keeping respectable distances between each regiment makes it difficult to catch them all in one go,” Orodan answered.

“I’ll be keeping you updated on the status of the battlefield, Orodan,” Zaessythra said as she fluttered about. “If I’m going to sit here and go along with your insane training regimen, then the least I can do is keep you informed.”

He had run right off into the enemy without her last time. But now, having her with could be quite beneficial.

Forty thousand troops. Fifteen thousand of whom were bull demons. Not a real threat, but enough of a distraction to him that the enemy captains and commanders who were Transcendents and Gods could capitalize. Hells, in the last loop, just thirty enemy Transcendents working together posed a serious threat to him.

He would need to remain aware of the strong and weak points of the enemy force. Especially if he was going to be charging them alone.

While the enemy force had some monsters among them, such as the Gold cultivator and their leadership, not every enemy Transcendent was a monster who he stood no chance against. Orodan estimated he was stronger than most newly ascended Transcendents, and the bulk consisted of such new ones.

If he targeted the right foes and remained aware of their strengths and weaknesses… he could get more effective training in on each loop.

It was time for war.

There was no fancy announcement or declaration that Orodan would be facing the Puppet Sovereign’s army by himself. One moment, the enemy army was arrayed before him, expecting battle against the Third Army. And the next…

…space was mangled with brute force and endless power as a Teleportation tore through their space-lock formations. Orodan stepped through, eyes blazing white with excess soul energy.

“The enemy Celestial!”

“Our space-lock formation was overpowered!”

“Front ranks! Advance and engage! He’s isolated!” barked the Transcendent Whip cultivator, the commander of the center-line bull demon regiments. Unlike last time, he had no allied forces supporting him. No friendly flying dragons, no allies on the flanks occupying the enemy. No allied Transcendents and Gods occupying a portion of the enemy elites.

Which meant…

“Orodan! The flying fell beasts are converging on your position! You’re about to become the target of focus fire!” Zaessythra warned him mentally, with a Mind cultivator providing the link. She was the only one he allowed inside his mind to communicate with him. He wouldn’t say he trusted too easily, but she’d given her life for him before.

Last time, he’d seen one enemy unit working together to coalesce into an energy beast, a formation assault which amplified their destructive prowess. Then, they’d stopped firing due to him entering melee and for the threat presented by the rest of the Third Army.

Now, as more than ten enemy formation assaults began winding up, Orodan realized that facing an entire army by himself was a tall order.

Each unit of enemy missile troops sent their own volley. Four separate barrages of empowered projectiles hit him and blasted holes through his body. Although each bow cultivator in the formation was a mere Grandmaster, when empowered by formation flags and working together, they could strike with devastating power capable of felling even a Transcendent. These units of Grandmaster-level troops weren’t mere chaff. They wouldn’t have been fielded in warfare unless they could present a genuine threat to beings a tier above.

Barrages of fire, water, ice, and lightning also made contact, but these weren’t an issue thanks to his resistance skills. The threat came from the missiles delivered by the enemy archers and javelineers.

Arrows, javelins, and even a small volley of throwing axes struck him, with the axes hitting especially hard, signifying they were an elite unit. This was just the beginning, as not even the skies were safe! From above, flying monsters carrying enemy forces rained down all manner of attacks upon his devastated physical form.

He was but chunks of glowing meat upon the ground. And the enemy Transcendents hadn’t even gotten involved yet. Facing a regiment of five thousand bull demons was one thing. And receiving the assault of multiple enemy ranged units at once, was another.

Orodan was near death.

Yet, in exchange…

…his enemies paid a severe price.

Striking Orodan Wainwright in great numbers without adequate preparation could spell disaster. Just as they surprised him with the ferocity of their ranged assault, so too did he now surprise them, as Warrior’s Reciprocity affected each and every attacker which hit him.

“How…! How have all these troops died!” the whip cultivator bellowed in shock and disbelief.

Last time, he’d been struck by a single unit of enemy bow cultivators working in concert. Perhaps the confusion of battle caused their deaths to be overlooked then. But to now be struck by multiple enemy ranged units, the effect was devastating.

Even if barely, Orodan had survived. The same couldn’t be said for the enemy missile troops who assaulted him. Over two-thirds of their number were dead, slaughtered by the more than five-fold return of damage. Warrior’s Reciprocity was deadly enough when facing a strong foe. But in the context of a battle, it could spell instant disaster, cutting enemy numbers by a third in just a moment.

The army of forty thousand, was now an army of less than thirty thousand.

“Stop! Hold fire! Hold fire! He can somehow return damage when attacked!” one of the enemy Gods commanding their own formation roared. “We must engage with Gods and Transcendents!”

“Front line! Pull back! Time and Soul cultivators! Replenish casualties!” the Gold cultivator in the back ranks ordered. “Captains and commanders, advance and engage the enemy Celestial in combat! Xue Ran! Gather your healers and help offset that ability of his to return damage!”

Orodan reformed, and before the enemy could pull back their bull demon regiments in time… he unleashed Domain of Perfect Cleaning. The effects were immediately apparent, and the enemy’s reactions swift.

“Mind cultivators, defend! He targets the control mechanisms upon the demons!” the commanding whip cultivator ordered. Unfortunately, it was too late.

The first sign that the five thousand strong regiment of bull demons had their minds cleansed was when the bloodlust in their eyes abated. Without corruptive mind control effects upon them, their natural instincts returned. And they understood that facing Orodan was a bad idea. The affected demons began scattering, routing like an ill-disciplined mob of farmers.

“Cowardly slaves! Our front line erodes! Send in the reserves!” the whip cultivator ordered. “Target the Celestial! Now!”

Unlike last time where he’d fought only thirty enemy Transcendents at once. This time, without the distraction and reprieve an allied army provided him… he was up against over two hundred enemy Gods and Transcendents.

It was totally unfair, and he could put up no resistance whatsoever. Although he did gain four levels in Divine Resistance from the Gods landing their incredibly destructive attacks of divine energy. Frankly, even without the Gold cultivator attacking him there were plenty of enemy Transcendents who were especially lethal in their own right. In the last checkpoint loop, he’d not met these foes, as they were likely keeping Zhou Shan or the Third Army occupied.

Yet as a gravity cultivator created multiple singularities around his body, forcing his flesh to be torn apart, Orodan had to respect the fact that the forces of the Puppet Sovereign had some diverse foes who he couldn’t easily overpower.

The shredded chunks of his body were then devoured by an enemy cultivator with a profound level of control over acid, and he was finally killed when the Gold cultivator stifled his healing, and a beam of energy destroyed the chunks.

[Checkpoint Restored]

“Fighting an army is harder than I thought it would be…” Orodan muttered.

“You… what?” Zaessythra asked.

“An army. I’m fighting it by myself,” Orodan clarified. “Sorry, this must sound quite confusing to you, but I’m using the checkpoint to return over and over. And you offered to help by being my eyes and ears.”

She remained stupefied, likely processing everything which had occurred prior. After all, while Orodan had checkpoints, she had just gotten out alive alongside him after the encounter with that Administrator.

Zhou Shan soon returned, and in time for the messenger to rush in shortly after.

“My prince! The puppet’s army has been spotted on the horizon! They… they come in extreme numbers!” a messenger declared.

“They have over two hundred Gods and Transcendents altogether,” Orodan said.

“Huh? How do you know the exact⁠—”

“Ugh! You’re time looping and fighting the army by yourself, aren’t you?” Zaessythra asked, and Orodan nodded. “Why am I not surprised, of course you would do something like this.”

He smiled.

“They’re stronger than I expected though,” Orodan replied. “They killed me before the puppet could even set the soul nexus aflame and cause that gigantic explosion.”

“What!” the prince roared in shock.

“Ah, right. Upon realizing that I won’t work alongside him, the Puppet Sovereign decides to set the soul nexus aflame in a bid to cause me permanent damage,” Orodan explained. “From what you explained, it’s something the System itself will punish him for.”

“By the heavens, for that devil to sink so low… I abhor it all the more, yet I cannot blame it,” the prince said, and then elaborated when Orodan gave him a look of confusion. “Think about it, you’re the single greatest enemy a being of power could have. Once your allegiances are made clear, who wouldn’t want to strike a permanent blow against you?”

It made sense. The Devil King possessing the Puppet Sovereign had the pragmatism and decisiveness to sacrifice itself in a bid to strike such a blow.

“Of course, I’ll have to actually reach the Puppet Sovereign first,” Orodan remarked. “Fighting the enemy army by myself gets me killed before it even deigns to come out.”

“Is that how you’re doing it? Such a ridiculous method of acquiring strength,” the prince said. “Yet, if you really are a time looper, then perhaps this is the most effective method. It also does not harm us to have you soften our enemies up.”

“Right, after all, you have to turn around and deal with your tyrannical father after this, no?” Orodan asked, and in response, the prince’s face took on a stormy look.

“That is… a complicated matter,” Zhou Shan said.

“Alright, we can talk about it after I win,” Orodan said as he picked up his weapons and faced the direction of the enemy. “Eventually, that is.”

He charged the enemy battle lines, ravaged the enemy ranged backlines through reciprocity, routed the regiment of five thousand bull demons, and was then promptly eradicated by the assault of over two hundred enemy Gods and Transcendents.

At least he’d gained levels in Divine Resistance, Harmony of Vitality, and Domain of Perfect Cleaning for it.
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[Checkpoint Restored]

“My prince! The puppet’s army has been spotted on the horizon! They… they come in extreme numbers!” a messenger declared.

“Alright, what’s the name of that Gold cultivator,” Orodan asked. “His abilities are an excellent counter to my self-healing.”

“Eh? What do you mean? The Sovereign of Endless Riches? He’s one of the inner-circle commanders of the enemy forces,” Zhou Shan said. “You have a grudge against him?”

“Far from it. I respect his abilities and the opportunity he’s providing me.”

“Let me guess… you’re time looping against the enemy army?” Zaessythra asked, and Orodan simply smiled in response. “Of course, why am I not surprised? How many tries has it been?”

“Only two so far.”

“And the hardest challenge currently?”

“The moment when more than two hundred enemy Gods and Transcendents focus fire on me,” Orodan answered. “I just can’t seem to survive it yet, even if I’ll eventually grow to overcome it. Another issue is that the enemy’s formation spacing doesn’t allow me to cleanse all the enslaved bull demons at once.”

“You can purge them of their masters’ control?” Zhou Shan asked.

“Yes, but I’m wondering how I might go about doing so,” Orodan said. “There are three regiments of them. However, causing one regiment to rout makes the enemy commanders pull back the other two.”

“Why not use Spatial Folds and extend your reach?”

“Spatial Folds, you say?”

Now that was an idea.

He kept it in mind as he entered battle once more.

He rushed the enemy army as usual, caused massive numbers of their ranged troops to fall, and when the time came to subvert the enemy bull demons…

…two Spatial Folds were cast to the left and right of him, near the left and right flanks of the enemy where their remaining bull demon regiments were. Each regiment was five thousand strong, and Orodan could reach those flanks in a single step if he now wanted.

Yet, that was not his intent.

Domain of Perfect Cleaning shot out, purging the bull demons of the center regiment, and at the same time, the skill shot through the compressed space of the Spatial Folds to the left and right. A devious method of extending his reach with the skill.

The commander of the center, the whip cultivator, could only stare with widened eyes.

“Mind cultivators! Defend the slaves!” she ordered. Of course, it was far too late for that.

Domain of Perfect Cleaning targeted all dirt, filth, or corruption within its radius instantly. The only times it would take longer was when the corruption was deeply rooted and particularly powerful, otherwise it would apply equally to all.

Which meant the enemy’s Mind cultivators stood no chance of salvaging the situation, as by the time the order was given, the bull demons had their minds purged.

Immediately, the front lines of the enemy army fell apart as fifteen thousand bull demons suddenly had their minds cleansed of their masters’ magically enforced commands.

“Stand in line, maggots! Maintain ranks!”

“M-master! The control mechanisms on the bull demons are gone!”

“Spear cultivators, move up! Form ranks! The slaves have broken and are fleeing!” the Gold cultivator ordered from the back ranks.

“Well done, Orodan! The bull demons are all routing,” Zaessythra said. “Enemy aerial forces have been decimated, their missile troops are in utter disarray, and their reserves have been forced to step up. If the Third Army fought now, victory is a possibility.”

She was right.

The opposing army had started off forty thousand strong. This was reduced to slightly under thirty thousand when the enemy’s missile formations had assaulted Orodan in a combined volley. And now, another fifteen thousand bull demons were out of the fight, leaving the enemy with just under fifteen thousand remaining troops.

In two small moves, a force of forty thousand was brought to fifteen thousand, and the dire odds of ten thousand troops of the Third Army facing forty thousand foes of the Puppet Sovereign was no longer as lopsided.

Of course, the problem of over two hundred enemy Gods and Transcendents focusing their fire on him still remained. And he faced complete eradication.

Yet this time, just before his approaching death, he heard the sign of progress.

“Wait! Do not kill him! He’s only going to come bac⁠—”

The darkness took him before the Puppet Sovereign could finish.

[Checkpoint Restored]

“My prince! The puppet’s army has been spotted on the horizon! They… they come in extreme numbers!” a messenger declared.

“It worked, Zaessythra,” Orodan declared.

“What did?” she asked.

“The strategy you proposed in the last loop, to use Spatial Fold to extend the reach of Domain of Perfect Cleaning,” Orodan said. “It worked better than I thought it would. I hadn’t considered using Spatial Folds to extend the range of my cleaning like that.”

“Then that means… of course. Of course you’d be using the loops to face an army,” Zaessythra said, sounding utterly resigned. “Though… I suppose that does sound like a creative use of spatiomancy and your Celestial skill. Well, creative insofar that nobody else I know of can meet the energy requirements to do so. Will you be using it from now on?”

“No.”

His favorite book practically slammed onto his head.

“Try again.”

“I mean, yes, but also no,” Orodan said, and then placatingly raised his hands when she looked to be winding up for another hit. “I’ll obviously add it to my repertoire, but using it in this battle would be sacrificing the opportunity to train! Think about it, what if I trained my skill to the point where I had the range to cleanse all the bull demons without utilizing spatiomancy?”

His companion sighed, and it was a long and drawn-out thing.

“I suppose I can see the wisdom in that,” she conceded. “Don’t neglect the usage of spatiomancy just because it’s magic.”

“I’ve been making progress on growing out of that mindset,” Orodan replied. “Thanks to your help, of course.”

Power was power. The thrust of a blade and the cast of a spell were but the means to his desired end. While he still held some preferences toward engaging the enemy in honorable melee combat, the days where he would disdain magic were behind him. Besides, he had enough self-awareness to recognize that Domain of Perfect Cleaning was basically ‘cleaning magic.’

“Glad to see you have some gratitude,” she said with haughty arrogance. “Now go on and get to it so this insanity can be ended.”

“Well, I’ll still need at least a hundred loops, so we have a ways to go.”

“No, you have a ways to go. For me, I’m just along for this loop, so the quicker you get to work and end it, the faster this madness ends from my perspective,” Zaessythra said.

Fair point. The only one who experienced the loops in their full continuity was Orodan, far as he knew at least. That, and whoever put him in the time loops in the first place, maybe.

His gaze went to the enemy, and he looked forward to the fact that there was much work to be done.

After all, this endeavor would take many, many repeats.
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Finding a gathering of multiple Grandmasters and Transcendents was difficult. Orodan had continually ruminated on just how he would train upon leaving Alastaia, yet in a stroke of excellent fortune, powerful opponents had presented themselves to him without much searching on his part.

This battlefield was a lucky opportunity.

And this battlefield was also full of death. Both his own and the enemy’s.

The real problem were the Transcendents who could restrict his movements and stifle his healing. The Gold cultivator was one of them, however, two more foes of note were the gravity and acid cultivators. Both were inner-circle commanders of the enemy army. People who he hadn’t met the first time as they were too busy occupying Zhou Shan.

The gravity cultivator was a Transcendent capable of creating multiple singularities around Orodan’s body and using the incredible forces to rip him apart. His flesh, bones, and entire limbs would be pulled right off and drawn into a singularity to face utter annihilation. He’d experienced powerful gravitational forces before, but this cultivator was a true powerhouse whose control over such a fundamental force of reality was absolute. His own Whirlpool Whirlwind, which was a part of his Celestial skill, paled in comparison.

The acid cultivator was a simple woman in a light green robe who looked unassuming, yet the acid she controlled was lethal beyond compare. His natural healing was ravaged and rendered ineffective; cells struggled to be born anew when acid was present everywhere, and new cells were birthed only to be instantly disintegrated. Similar to the Gold cultivator, it was difficult to actually destroy the acid coursing through his body once she struck. It practically melted his flesh, and his Fire Resistance didn’t help at all.

Each time he rushed in and broke their rank and file, the enemy army’s Gods and Transcendents unleashed ranged destruction upon him without fail. The enemy Gods were simply a means of increasing Divine Resistance. The Transcendents were the true threat. And the three most lethal enemies among the lot of them were the gold, gravity, and acid cultivators. Yes, the others were dangerous, deadly even. However, beams of fire, tsunamis, ice spikes, and wind blades weren’t as concerning when he had existing resistance skills for them.

Beyond these foes lay the prospect of what he’d face when he survived to reach melee range. And past that, the Puppet Sovereign and the detonation of the soul nexus itself. Needless to say, the odds were stacked against him, and Orodan had a number of successive hurdles to overcome.

So, he began by setting targets.

Checkpoint repeats one to thirty were spent improving his ability to take damage and heal. His combat skills were gradually improving across the board as he suffered death after death against the horde of enemy Transcendents. He needed to survive for longer if he wanted to develop resistance skills against the three problematic enemy ranged cultivators.

He fought, he died, and he focused on pushing Harmony of Vitality and Body Tempering to their utmost limits. And slowly but surely, results were beginning to show.

[Checkpoint Restored]

It was now checkpoint repeat thirty-one, and Orodan felt he was on the cusp of acquiring something that would help make a difference.

“My prince! The puppet’s army has been spotted on the horizon! They… they come in extreme numbers!” a messenger declared.

“Acid. What is acid?” Orodan asked. “Zhou Shan, are there any acid cultivators among your troops?”

“My captain of the second regiment is a rather proficient acid cultivator,” the prince said. “Why do you ask, Orodan?”

“Can I speak to him?” Orodan asked.

“If you feel it will help in some way, certainly,” the prince said, and then at a gesture, a silver-robe wearing captain stepped forward from the back ranks.

“My prince, you called?” the captain asked.

“Yes, our Celestial ally wishes to speak with you.”

Orodan looked the man up and down.

“There’s a woman among the enemy ranks. She wears a light green robe, and her acid is rather deadly,” Orodan explained. “Are you stronger than her?”

The captain’s face held a look of slight frustration as he shook his head.

“That woman is the Scouring Liquid Sovereign. Honored ally, I must regretfully admit that our force has none who can equal her in the acid arts,” the captain spoke.

“That’s fine. Rather, you’re a Transcendent, correct?” Orodan asked, and the acid cultivator captain nodded. “Then, can you tell me what acid is and how it works?”

“Certainly. Acid is a reactionary substance. What makes it deadly is its ability to react with the very composition of a vulnerable material and destroy it, breaking apart the very joining forces,” the cultivator explained. “Advancing in the Dao of Acidity involves honing a more reactive acid that can break down stronger objects, and even things which it ordinarily would not react with. The corrosive properties of one’s acids should only grow stronger with levels as their comprehensions in the Dao of Acidity evolve. I myself ascended by focusing on pushing my acid to be capable of reacting with even reactionless materials.”

It corroded through reaction? That was just one part of it.

“I see, thank you. I’ll be sure to keep that in mind as I face her down this time,” Orodan said, and he could swear he heard Zaessythra mutter ‘of course’ in a resigned manner as she came to the realization that he was time looping to fight over and over.

“This time? What do you mean, Orodan Wainwright?” the prince asked, but Orodan had already turned to face the enemy army.

“I’m time looping and will eventually best the entire enemy army,” he said. “Stay back and don’t interfere.”

If the prince had something to say to that, it wasn’t heard by Orodan who tore space apart and stepped through with a Teleportation.

[Teleportation 51 → Teleportation 52]

[Space Mastery 68 → Space Mastery 69]

Just like in every loop prior, the enemy space-lock formation was overwhelmed, and Orodan smashed through. What he also came to learn over the numerous repeats was that it wasn’t just the space-lock formation protecting the enemy army’s vicinity against hostile teleportation, but also a contingent of space cultivators.

So, when Orodan overpowered not just the formation but also these cultivators who specialized in space? The Transcendents among them were placed on high alert. His very arrival was loud and not at all subtle, and it explained why the enemy commanders ordered an attack upon him. There was no taking Orodan lightly when he made their space cultivators look like amateurs, and even incapacitated some of them, as the backlash of getting overpowered caused them to collapse.

The enemy commander barked her usual orders, and Orodan faced the onslaught of the enemy, causing mass casualties among their ranged backline of missile troops. Following that, his mind strained, and he reached out with bloody determination, pushing the bounds of his Celestial skill’s range as far as possible.

[Domain of Perfect Cleaning 84 → Domain of Perfect Cleaning 85]

Initially, he had only been able to cleanse the center-line bull demon regiment of their mind controlling effects. Now, almost twelve thousand bull demons were purged of their masters’ domination, and they routed. He had increased the range through hard work and stubborn determination alone. Without using the nifty trick Zaessythra recommended either!

The remaining three thousand bull demons were a paltry force, reduced in battle-prowess, and the enemy’s actual melee cultivator troops were forced to move up and reinforce the front line.

“The bull demons have broken! Reserve troops, shore up the front line!” one of the commanders bellowed.

“Target the enemy Celestial! Captains and commanders! Advance and focus fire!”

The trick of using Spatial Fold to extend his reach was nice, but it wasn’t proper training. Refusing to use it was the right decision. People often called Orodan stupid, but hard work and the dogged insistence on doing things the difficult way had its own rewards. His Celestial skill was growing without bottlenecks as he cleansed their minds each loop.

Of course, his successful performance led to the group of over two hundred enemy Gods and Transcendents deciding it was time to focus their attention on him. A cascade of fire, ice, lightning, and water struck him with fury as the enemy ranged cultivators blasted him. The elemental attacks were the easy part, Orodan was gleeful as they caused his resistances to slowly increase. The real damage came from the javelins, arrows, and thrown projectiles.

And he might’ve had a chance if not for the familiar gold creeping into his veins, and the acid which corroded his very body, all while powerful gravity ripped him apart.

His healing was stifled, his flesh and bones pulled from his frame, and his cells corroded to nothingness. He was on the verge of death, when finally, the train of thought he’d been pursuing all this time came to a head.

Acid.

What was it?

The acid cultivator he’d spoken to in the Third Army’s war camp had explained that acid was a liquid which, through reaction, broke down targeted material, interacting with the smallest units of matter and breaking them down to further constituent parts. Yet, this was just the fundamental nature of acid.

It had different names in different places. Here, in the Ascendent Sword Cluster, it was the Dao of Acidity. Upon his homeworld of Alastaia, he’d heard of Acid Mastery. Certainly, the concept of acid wasn’t unique to any particular world or faction. Yet, the concept was empowered and pushed past its limits by the System.

While he was on the right track in trying to stop the reaction, attempting to just prevent the acid from reacting wouldn’t help him. Not when System-empowered things could do so much more than what one would expect of them. This enemy acid cultivator’s fluids could corrode even glass, much like his cleaning could purify the mind and soul. Utterly illogical, but he needed to acknowledge that high-level concepts could begin to bend reality.

Then… the key was tying this high-level concept back down to its roots.

Acid achieved its effect through a reaction. A reaction which broke the bonds between a particle, and breaking it into smaller parts. To resist then involved denying the reaction itself. But what if he went even further? What if… the reaction wasn’t possible because there was no smaller part to break something down to. What if his cells were a whole thing in and of themselves?

It was madness, Orodan admitted. Even for him.

To reject the very basis of matter-form composition, that everything was composed of parts which made up a whole. Even the soul, which some quack philosophers often theorized was a thing in and of itself with no parts, was in fact composed of parts. The outer soul layer, the inner soul core where Blessings and Rewards were situated. And deep within… the skills granted by the System itself. Yet, Orodan refused to entertain this notion.

To create a cell which was a thing in and of itself, with no parts. It was a tall order. Yet, instinctively, he felt he was onto something.

He strained, struggled, and bled, yet he believed his mind was on the right track.

What did it mean to create something that was a thing in and of itself? Indivisible, whole… unified.

His body had many parts, the lungs which were responsible for the intake of air, the heart which pumped blood, the veins which carried it in a network across the body. The body, by its very nature, was composed of parts. And each part of the body had different sorts of cells, some specialized, some generic.

The goal then, was to create a cell which could handle each and every one of the body’s functions by itself. A cell that could power the brain, compose heart muscle, as well as compose the lungs. A cell that could fit in anywhere and do it all.

Yet even cells had parts they were composed of. To create a cell which had no parts, but was a thing in and of itself, was madness. His fourteen minds worked together, and all the remaining vitality in his body was smashed together as his iron mind forced reality itself to bend and break to accommodate his desire.

The entirety of his body’s remaining cells coalesced into something. He was down to a single cell, and near darkness… yet this single cell was something else entirely. It couldn’t even be called a ‘cell’ anymore. Something that defied the traditional understanding of matter-form composition. It was unified and indivisible, unable to be dissected and pried apart.

A thing in and of itself.

It’s composition… absolute.

[New Skill (Mythical) → Absolute Body Composition 1]

[New Skill (Rare) → Acid Resistance 26]

Orodan didn’t have time to dwell on the fact he’d acquired another Mythical skill, nor could he dwell on the fact that this insight was an especially critical one and not at all reflective of the skill rarity. To become something unified and indivisible… just how far could this extend?

The differences were immediately apparent. The gold could no longer find purchase in his veins, because there were no veins to find purchase within. His body was a strange thing now, and he felt he could breathe through his skin, taste through his eyes, and hear through his feet, if he so chose. Each cell was a thing in and of itself, and his body felt exceedingly strange, yet not in a bad way. It was as though all the functions of his physical form were condensed into each cell.

He’d essentially re-created his own form into something more.

Blood? Air? He needed neither of those, as each cell did its own work self-sufficiently, packed with vitality. Life in and of itself.

And with Harmony of Vitality, he began pushing back against the tide. Acid failed to corrode his cells since there was nothing to break them down to, and the gold had a vastly reduced effect upon him as well.

Brute force or energy could still destroy him, but no longer would the cells of his body be divided. The acid also began washing over him ineffectively. If he had his old body, the Acid Resistance skill itself would’ve still caused minor corrosion damage. With this new form, the acid was entirely ineffective, as there was no lower base particle to break a cell down into.

Against all odds, despite the cataclysmic assaults crashing into him, he began to heal and recreate his body anew. Cell by cell, Harmony of Vitality healed a new blueprint for his body. With this new form, Harmony of Vitality wasn’t any stronger, but its task of reforming him anew was made dramatically easier. Now, for the same amount of power, he could heal far more since the blueprint was so much simpler.

His entire body was composed of this new cell. It had no parts, performing all the functions of his body, and there was no dividing or prying it apart. As a result, he no longer had veins, as they weren’t necessary. Organs? A brain? None of it was needed as each cell in his body could take the place of all of them.

The vulnerable spaces within him where the gold had infiltrated before were now filled with densely packed muscle. These new cells of his were much more conducive to being tightly packed together too, so he felt his reformed body was at least half again as strong. All his physical abilities could likely go fifty percent farther. He was a human, but one that had altered his own biology to be free of the unnecessary parts.

He’d seen golems at Bluefire, the well-made ones composed purely of one powerful material, and in a sense, he was now similar to them. Those golems were powered by either their creator’s mana pool, or a power core within. And now, he was a man powered by naught but his soul. On the surface, appearing exactly the same. A human still, but without any organs, veins, and unnecessary vulnerabilities. Composed purely of densely packed muscle and bone.

“My acid isn’t working, he must have developed some kind of resistance,” the Scouring Liquid Sovereign warned. “We face an actual monster.”

“My gold is having a difficult time entering his veins as well… what is this?” the Endless Wealth Sovereign uttered, baffled.

And while Orodan would’ve loved to beat back the enemy ranged tide and engage them in melee to see what they had to offer up close, it wasn’t to be.

“The enemy general is approaching you, Orodan!” Zaessythra warned.

Sure enough, he spotted the approaching form of a flying fell beast in the air, two familiar figures standing upon it. The Puppet Sovereign and the Thousand Broom Sovereign.

“Hold all attacks!” the puppet bellowed. “Time looper, your brazen display of charging my army by your lonesome is admirable and amusing. But do not presume I don’t recognize the possibility that you’ve been looping.”

“Was it obvious?” Orodan asked. “You gave it a fair try, detonating the soul nexus in an effort to permanently cripple me, but I’ve recovered from the complete destruction of my outer soul layer before.”

The Puppet Sovereign’s eyes narrowed and the foul thing wearing the face of a man looked to be deep in thought.

“You survived even that? Hmm… you truly are a most troubling foe, I will admit,” the possessed being said, and to its right, the Thousand Broom Sovereign looked utterly incensed at the mention of the soul nexus’s destruction. “Very well, you’ve convinced me.”

Orodan had a perplexed look on his face.

“Convinced you of what?”

“That this is unwinnable in the long term.”

The Puppet Sovereign’s body promptly exploded. Or rather, something came out of the ruined remains of the possessed man’s corpse.

Seven feet tall, not quite as big as Devil King Gutriyaz, but then this must’ve been a Devil King more specialized in underhanded methods of war. Pitch-black skin, deep red eyes the color of rubies, and horns which gave off a fierce aura.

The sight would’ve made Orodan’s blood sing for a fight on any other day. Save for a minor matter…

…the Devil King had turned around and began fleeing.

“Get back here!” Orodan roared and gave chase.

The Gods and Transcendents of the Puppet Sovereign’s army were shocked silent, either from the revelation that their general was actually a puppet possessed by a Devil King, or by the knowledge that the soul nexus had been detonated in a past loop. And their attention was then drawn by the charge of the Third Army who finally decided to intervene.

Leading them was a furious Zhou Shan.

“Pursue the devil! Thousand Broom Sovereign, join us and strike down the Devil King! We need not fight!” the prince said.

“Prince Zhou Shan! I’ve always had respect for you, but your father is a tyrant whom we cannot defeat without the aid of these foul demons!” the Thousand Broom Sovereign roared back in reply. “Desperate circumstances necessitate this wretched alliance.”

“You’ve seen the power of the Celestial skill bearer with us! You doubtlessly know of the rumor that he is in a time loop! Join us, and we can work to bring down the Celestial Court together and usher in a new era for our people!” Zhou Shan said.

Orodan was the nearest to the fleeing Devil King. And a Spatial Fold brought him right into melee range…

…only to witness the familiar pulse of world energy going out from the crown-shaped ring on its finger.

“The soul nexus!” the Thousand Broom Sovereign called out.

It was an incredibly quick pulse of world energy, and neither Orodan nor anyone else was quick enough to react.

The hellfire contacted the gigantic white vortex of trillions… and in the final moments before disaster struck, Orodan reached out and attempted to lash out with Time Reversal.

[Time Reversal 50 → Time Reversal 52]

[Time Mastery 50 → Time Mastery 51]

His new body was powerful, far better suited to channelling the copious amounts of soul energy running through him. Yet, he was but a candle before a cosmic storm. Generating the requisite amount of power necessary to reverse the destruction of the soul nexus would kill him, and the alternative in any case was its detonation.

The searing white wave of annihilation reached him, and darkness was all he knew.

[Checkpoint Restored]

“My prince! The puppet’s army has been spotted on the horizon! They… they come in extreme numbers!” a messenger declared.

Broom in hand, it took Orodan a minute to sweep the camp and get one more level in Domain of Perfect Cleaning, bringing it up to 86. Which subsequently helped him remember who he was.

“That cravenly devil!” he yelled. “Running away and then detonating the soul nexus again! How irksome!”

Zhou Shan looked outraged at the suggestion of the soul nexus’s destruction, but Zaessythra remained calm.

“Looping to beat the threat, are we?” she asked, accepting the fact that Orodan had time looped easily enough. “How many more tries do you think you’ll need?”

“Well, last loop I managed to survive their Gods and Transcendents long enough that the Puppet Sovereign came in and simply accepted defeat,” Orodan explained. “It was during my pursuit of the devil that it decided to ignite the nexus anyways.”

“So… you won, but then decided to pursue it regardless?” Zaessythra asked. “Why not leave the matter be? Given the foes you have after you, don’t you think you have bigger things to worry about?”

Orodan clicked his tongue and shook his head.

“Yes, and how else do you expect me to acquire the strength to face the approaching foes?” he asked. “If I can’t beat this Devil King and stop its detonation of the soul nexus, then I’m no match for the Celestial Emperor, who’s far stronger. And this Administrator who’s beyond even that? Forget it. There’s only one way forward, and it’s through hard work and death. I know my methods seem nonsensical at times, Zaessythra, but in our current circumstances, every whetstone we can find before the imminent confrontation is to our advantage.”

“Fair enough. I can already sense your body is… different. More dense and whole. I’m sure you’re working on it,” she admitted. It was a bit strange, to see her agreeing with him on many things nowadays. Then again, he’d begun to prove that his method of training could provide results. “How does it detonate the soul nexus? Hellfire?”

“Yes, it uses a pulse of world energy to begin the chain reaction.”

“Have you tried intercepting the pulse?” she asked.

“Far too fast,” Orodan said. “It reaches the soul nexus quicker than anything I’ve ever seen. And then, using Time Reversal would kill me with the amount of power I’d have to draw upon to reverse the entire nexus.”

“How about cleansing the nexus of hellfire after the reaction begins?” she asked.

“I’ll try that in one of the attempts, but the detonation of the first soul causes a chain reaction that spirals out of my control,” Orodan said. “The entire thing also lasts less than a few moments before annihilation. Although, seeing what I can do in that time would be good training.”

All in all, his one-man crusade against the enemy army showed excellent results. Skill gains across the board, the shattering of the enemy bull demons, the massacre of their missile troops and back ranks, and the diversion of all their Gods and Transcendents in combat.

If he fought alongside the Third Army, victory was very much a possibility now.

That was, if the detonation of the soul nexus wasn’t a concern.

An incredibly quick pulse of world energy which caused a chain reaction leading to the soul explosions of trillions. Destruction which could obliterate an entire solar system, and without fail managed to eradicate his outer soul layer.

Moving to prevent the explosion in the first place might’ve been the wise move. However, this wasn’t the case. He had over two thousand checkpoint repeats left, and a loop in which the Administrator would reach the galaxy after a month. Orodan’s methods were stupid to many, but in this case, hard work and determination would be the only things that gave him a fighting chance against what was to come.

And before the arrival of the foe, each and every challenge to surmount was an opportunity to grow stronger.

Still, his ruminations would suffice.

Intercepting the pulse or interfering with the detonation of the nexus wasn’t his way. He had work to do, and a soul nexus to clean.

And it would be done the hard way.


Chapter 9
Battlefield Grinding III


The lessons learned during the formative years could make or break someone. And Orodan had learned one very important lesson through all the adversity he’d faced growing up.

That hard work was the only reliable way forward.

The enemy’s missile troops were depleted, their own assaults returned to reap their lives. Their frontline meat shields were routed, the enslaving magics scoured from their minds. And now, the force of two hundred enemy Gods and Transcendents assaulted him with fury.

An assault that wasn’t as effective as it was many loops ago.

“How does he not fall?”

“Where does all that power come from!”

His enemies were beginning to show signs of frustration, but these weren’t the Apprentice and Adept-level soldiers of an Inuanan army. They were Transcendents and Gods, the core elite of the enemy army, and morale wasn’t something Orodan could easily capitalize on. They wouldn’t break due to simple bafflement at his persistence.

The Scouring Liquid Sovereign—whose acid washed over him ineffectively—showed the most shock, and more than a small amount of fear. She was one of the enemy army’s commanders, a powerful cultivator whose reputation was widespread among the Ascendent Sword Cluster. She was one of the strongest members of the Puppet Sovereign’s forces.

Which made it rather shocking that Orodan was outright ignoring the waves of acid she slammed against him.

The Endless Wealth Sovereign—another one of the enemy’s commanders—was also finding his assaults with liquid gold to be rather ineffective. Where were the veins to infiltrate? How could it breach the body when Orodan’s skin had no pores? Even at the most minute level, there was no vulnerability to exploit. And Orodan’s natural openings? There were none, save for the appearance of them as enforced by his will. His entire body was free of organs and his innards were entirely composed of muscle and bone for efficiency.

The gravity cultivator whose singularities had previously torn him apart, was now a good source of training for Body Tempering. The singularities still hurt, and they often ripped small chunks of flesh off his frame, but his denser and more compact body was a great natural defense. And each muscle group flexed in the opposite direction as he worked hard to train Physical Fitness using this opportunity.

Until finally…

…Zaessythra’s familiar voice rang in his head, warning him of the approach of a familiar flying fell beast. The Puppet Sovereign approached.

“Hold all attacks! Immediately!” the voice of the puppet thundered. “Time looper! Your actions betray your looping nature. How many times have you fought us by now?”

“Perhaps a little over thirty?” Orodan said. “Come, let’s skip the pleasantries and get to the part where you ignite the soul nexus in a bid to kill me.”

“You… you survived even that?” it said. “…Troubling.”

“Indeed, now let’s get on with it,” Orodan said as a feral smile graced his face.

In response, the Puppet Sovereign had only one word.

“No.”

Which was followed by it exploding into its true grotesque form and fleeing. Something Orodan expected.

“Oh no you don’t!” Orodan declared as a Teleportation closed the distance, ignoring the rest of the puppet’s army and the allied Third Army.

He stepped through space and this time wasn’t greeted by the sight of the Devil King sending out a familiar pulse of world energy. Rather, it looked prepared to fight him.

Which was just fine by Orodan!

Blade met demonic claw and shield intercepted fell hellfire. Both his weapons survived the strain of the deadly attacks, even if he barely held on in a straight physical contest.

All historical reports he’d read were of Arch-Devils as a species, and the Devil Kings were spoken of in hushed whispers as something terrible, the utter apex of the species. Which was true, since in Alastaia’s history, his homeworld had only assisted in invading and cleansing a small portion of the Seventh Hell. The strongest demon anyone from Alastaia had encountered was a relatively mid-ranking Arch-Devil.

This, however, was a Devil King, the highest ranking of Arch-Devil just beneath their faction leader. Equivalent to what would be a World Sovereign of the Ascendent Sword Cluster. That Orodan could hold on at all was surprising. While he’d grown in strength, in a contest of pure physical might, he still felt Devil King Gutriyaz was stronger than him.

“I thought you’d be stronger,” Orodan said. “Are you weaker than Devil King Gutriyaz? I suppose they sent the reject to influence the Celestial Court’s civil war.”

“Watch your tongue, mortal,” it venomously spat, breaking free from the deadlock. “Devil King Gutriyaz is but a brute, and not a terribly good one at that. He specializes in base forms of combat, and his hellfire is of poor quality. It’s no surprise that he failed to kill you.”

“And what of you? Will you fail like he did?” Orodan asked as he and all his ‘clones’ sent the full might of his melee fury upon the foe. Blows which were evaded as the devil phased in and out of reality.

“Make no mistake, Gutriyaz was a weakling, and you only stalemate me in strength because I have no interest in pursuing the base physical arts,” the Devil King said. “And kill you? Why would I play into your devious strategy of growing more powerful through death? No, I will delay you, frustrate you, and waste your time until the arrival of the Administrator. Come, time looper, the universe is a massive place, and you have yet to see anything. Let me show you that Devil King Gutriyaz is but an unschooled whelp among us kings of Hell.”

One moment the Devil King was before him. The next, it was gone.

Or rather…

[Dimensionalism 10 → Dimensionalism 11]

…the battlefield around them suddenly turned into a dark and demented hellscape.

The skill gain message and strange sensation was the only clue as to where he was.

The previously misty sky and surreal geometric shapes overhead were now pitch-black. It was dark and nothing could be seen above. Dark pillars of maroon hellfire dotted this weird landscape, yet these spouts of flame did little to illuminate the surroundings. The shadows cast by the flames were especially deep, unnatural even, and seemed to devour all light.

The puppet’s army behind them was nowhere to be seen, nor was the Third Army. And the only sign he was still somewhere similar, was the strange red hue in the shape of a whirling vortex in the background. The only thing visible in the otherwise black sky. It was the soul nexus, or a vague imprint of it. As though he was looking at something gigantic through a dirty pane of distorted glass.

Impacts from unseen places jarred him, a reminder that he was still in battle. He was knocked about as hellfire, fell ice, corrupted water, and black lightning struck him.

“Resistances for fire, ice, water, and lightning. Irritating, but manageable. The sting of your damage return skill is quite heavy too, but in here, I’m continually empowered and healed by the flames of Hell,” the Devil King spoke calmly, like dissecting a captured rat. “You’ve collected much in your time loops, haven’t you? However, I doubt you have a skill to resist the soul, no one does.”

It was dark enough that he couldn’t see the next attack visually. Vision of Purity also didn’t tell him much, which meant it was likely empowered by soul energy. The glowing claws of energy sheared through flesh and bone to come out the other side, bisecting him entirely.

Even if they were immune to corruption and divisive tampering, direct damage and destruction could still outright destroy the new cells he was composed of.

He reattached instantly and responded with vigor. Fourteen ‘clones’ appeared, and a titanic number of Flares and Draconic Fireballs shot out in all directions.

“Oh? Capable of spell craft too?” it asked. “I’d thought you the one-dimensional sort, perhaps with a bit of dabbling in spatiomancy as befitting a warrior. I suppose your determination in diversifying your talents deserves some admiration.”

Zaessythra and her dogged insistence that he learn magic throughout the loops could be thanked for that.

The strange hellscape was lit up a meagre bit with his titanic volley of Draconic Fireballs and Flares, and both skills even gained levels as he did so. It was for naught, however, as the pillars of maroon-colored hellfire dotting the area simply drew his own flames in. Any light produced was then hungrily devoured by the unnaturally dark shadows cast all around.

“An interesting place you’ve drawn me into,” Orodan called out, unable to see his opponent within the sphere of Vision of Purity. Aside from pure soul energy and world energy, everything he’d seen thus far could be detected through Vision of Purity. Which meant his opponent was outside of its range. Smart. “I notice you’re also cowering away at a distance. Care to come closer so we can have a face-to-face conversation? Or are all Devil Kings so cravenly?”

“You amuse me, time looper. Do all your opponents happily face you where you are strongest? Perhaps you’ve heard stories of the famed pride of us Arch-Devils and think to bait me with words?” it asked. “As for where we are, the Hells possess dimensional underways in most parts of the galaxy. A System-restricted skill unique to us is accessing and controlling this place where we reign supreme and can draw upon endless power. Facing a devil without anti-dimensionalism items is unwise, and now, you face one of the greatest masters of Dimensionalism in the Hells.”

“An impressive resume,” Orodan replied. “I look forward to learning from you.”

“Hah! You truly are mad. Whichever higher being gave you this power, it chose well,” the Devil King said. “Struggle for me, I wish to see the fruits of this time loop for myself before the descent of the Administrator.”

“As you wish. Let’s see which fire burns hotter, these hell flames, or mine.”

Fourteen ‘clones’ formed once more, and Orodan began a stupendous show of throwing Draconic Fireballs anywhere and everywhere. All while the soul energy based claws, a ranged projectile, continually sliced him apart. He didn’t think the Devil King was trying to kill him. In fact, he wouldn’t put it past this vile demon to try and delay him here for the entire month until the arrival of his fated adversary.

“Pace yourself, time looper, else you might run out of power,” the Devil King taunted.

“You’ll find that that’s the wrong assumption to make, demon.”

Orodan and his ‘clones’ continually lit up the entire landscape with endless amounts of flame.

Run out of power? His opponent needn’t have been concerned.

The very ground here was foul; demonic taint infested the very rock he was standing upon. It was a strange place, as this hellish dimensional underway was just a dark mirror of the actual dimension he was in. Yet, the solid and hellish rock he stood upon wasn’t an illusion. Just different from what he was used to on the material plane.

It was Orodan’s first time seeing this manner of ‘hellish’ corruption. It wasn’t Eldritch, and it didn’t spread virulently like the Eldritch Avatar’s particular strain of it. Yet, the ground was tainted all the same, yet ‘tainted’ wouldn’t be the right word. Rather, the rock he stood upon, by its very nature, was hellish. Much like the True Vampire he’d cleansed was at core, a vampire.

He couldn’t just use Domain of Perfect Cleaning carelessly. Not without understanding better exactly what he was cleaning. Or rather, he could use it, and to great effect, but the gains would be sub-optimal.

And as his Action Increase selves raised utter mayhem and inflicted his own flames upon the hellscape, his actual body did the one thing that could always be expected of him…

…and took out a broom from his spatial storage ring.

A good cleaner needed to understand not only good technique, but also what was being cleaned. A broom could sweep many things, dirt, sand, and even water. Especially if one had the correct technique. However, the correct techniques for each substance being cleaned was different, and using the virtually magical Domain of Perfect Cleaning was but a cheap fix to a situation that could be a good opportunity for training.

His broom, empowered by the Weapon Aura part of his Celestial skill, got to work in sweeping just the surface of the hellish rock he stood upon. Yes, the very rock would need to be purified, and yes, it wasn’t possible with just brooming alone. But, if there was one thing he’d learned recently, it was that the most basic fundamentals mattered in ways one would never think of.

He could’ve gotten a better broom. Certainly, some of the Third Army’s cultivators practiced the Dao of Cleaning, and many more honed it as a secondary focus. Yet, luxurious equipment would only spoil his fundamentals and could become a crutch. He’d found the most basic broom he could locate, in the tent of a cleaning cultivator too.

This meant the hairs on the broom were unoptimized, not sturdy at all, and if anything, a slight bit shoddy. Meant to be used as assistance in meditations or a training aid.

Exactly what Orodan wanted. Sub-par equipment meant he’d have to work even harder and understand the techniques on a deeper level in order to succeed.

The very first sweep was rough, a poor brush over the demonic rock in which many of the hairs upon the broom head were scattered to inefficient positions. He lifted the broom and began manually adjusting the hairs upon it.

Another soul energy empowered claw from his distant foe came in, and the empowered broom was used to partially block it. He ignored the assault, after all, his enemy wasn’t interested in his death.

“What madness has gripped you now?” the Devil King asked, a bit of astonishment in its tone.

“Just focusing on tidying this place up a bit,” Orodan replied.

“Madness and lunacy. The flames of Hell are eternal and infinite. You’ll never succeed.”

A solid reason to be dissuaded, Orodan felt. Or at least, it would’ve been a good reason to stop for anyone else. Yet, how was the Devil King to know that its words were wasted upon the one man who attempted impossible and mad tasks for breakfast?

The first five minutes were spent in a cycle of cleaning. All while his clones got to work flooding the surrounding area with endless flames. As soon as he released them, his flames were drawn into and devoured by the maroon-colored pillars of hellfire. It seemed entirely pointless if not for the steady skill level gains he was making.

Simultaneously, his actual body which focused on brooming was in a cycle of sweep, re-adjust broom head, and repeat. With each brush of the broom, he was understanding better and better just what this hell stone was, and the nature of it.

Until at the twenty-minute mark…

“I sense no dimensional tether or connection leading anywhere else, your soul burns abhorrently even by my standard, and the amount of power you’ve generated should have drained you a hundred times over,” the Devil King spoke. “Are you a secret weapon sent by the Conclave, calling upon that foul light of theirs? Some hidden connection to the realm of light that even I cannot detect?”

“Neither of those,” Orodan answered. “It’s my soul. I simply cycle it faster and faster, burning it hotter and hotter, all to produce ever-increasing amounts of soul energy to fuel my needs.”

“You lie. Even the Overking of the Hells would have his mind shattered if his soul was churned at that level for so long,” the Devil King declared. “Are you afraid to reveal your true secrets? Worry not, the Administrator will pry them from you.”

In response, Orodan simply laughed.

“The Administrator only comes because I’ve gone around declaring my time looping nature like a fool. Do you really think I have any reason to lie about such a minor thing?” Orodan asked. “Regardless, it matters not. I think I’m beginning to understand.”

“Understand what?” it asked.

“The nature of demonkind and how to purge it,” Orodan replied as his eyes began glowing white, overflowing with soul energy.

[Domain of Perfect Cleaning 86 → Domain of Perfect Cleaning 87]

As the message flashed by, another event of note occurred. The nearest pillar of hellfire that had been absorbing the brunt of Orodan’s endless barrage of Draconic Fireballs… turned a slightly lighter shade of maroon.

And the small piece of rock that he’d been so furiously sweeping all this time looked strange. It had lost its dark and blood-red tint. It was a small bit of regular stone amidst a sea of demonic rock.

The results were currently small, but the implication was not.

“Wicked touch of the Great Betrayer! Foul purifier! This changes nothing! You shall remain stranded here until your doom approaches,” the Devil King declared. “The Hells are endless, and your vile touch cannot reach everywhere.”

“You sure about that?” Orodan asked in challenge as his broom continued working, and the skills under the umbrella of Domain of Perfect Cleaning began weaving together. At the same time, even his Draconic Fireballs ramped up their speed of conversion. “Still, you seem to know an awful lot about this Administrator. Perhaps you can tell me once I get to you.”

With that, the work continued. And as Orodan worked, he was constantly assaulted in futile attempts to distract him. Despite this, he meditated.

What was a broom?

Yes, the broom in Orodan’s hands counted as a broom, that much was obvious.

But beyond the apparent, wasn’t a broom just a cleaning implement? And no matter how poorly optimized, couldn’t a broom be used to clean things it wasn’t meant for? A horsehair broom was utterly unsuited to cleaning fluids, for instance, yet, with incredible difficulty, precise technique, and extricating the fluid from the soaked hairs after each sweep, it could be done.

The horsehair broom Orodan held was meant for sweeping hard surfaces, getting rid of the dust itself. And thus far, his Domain of Perfect Cleaning had worked as a holistic skill, using multiple skills under its umbrella to completely purge something of undesirable qualities. In other words, Whirlpool Whirlwind was used to cleanse small particles, his Cleaning skill itself provided the technique, and skills like Basic Healing and All-Consuming Rage helped restore damage and purge filth that was extricated.

Yet, at the end of the day, the skill wasn’t the Domain of Perfect Whirlpools, or the Domain of Perfect Healing. No, it was the Domain of Perfect Cleaning. To that end, what he really needed to focus on was cleaning. And doing something with just the cleaning aspect of his skill.

He wasn’t sure how far this philosophy would extend, but he felt that true mastery came from the ability to make the simple do the impossible.

And from the simple concept of a broom sweeping the ground… much could be gained.

After all, by extending this mentality, could anything not be a broom?

He spoke as much to himself as he did to the broom he held. The words that came forth felt natural.

“Anything can be a broom. Cleaning comes from within. A clean heart, a pure mind… this is just the foundation from where we begin the journey…”

[Domain of Perfect Cleaning 87 → Domain of Perfect Cleaning 88]

Yet, before he could meditate further, a sudden intrusion of a most unexpected plea interrupted him.

“Wait—wait! I surrender, just stop, I implore you!” the Devil King suddenly begged. “I am not ignorant to the fact that your advancements in that… ‘talent’ of yours defy all reason. I can sense when my defeat is inevitable. What do you want? Can we perhaps negotiate?”

What?

Was that it?

“Those soul energy empowered claws you send my way are quite lethal, and I can tell you’re holding back greatly. You could easily kill me if you want, why do you surrender?” Orodan asked as he swept.

“I can kill you easily now, but can I do so in a thousand loops? Do you think me ignorant? The sudden increases in performance you’ve shown in so short a time are utterly illogical. You gained two levels, did you not? Nobody should be capable of advancing a Celestial skill so quickly. I wish for no enmity with a calamity like you,” it explained. “I, Devil King Saathmaraz, can recognize when I’m in an unwinnable position. How about we let bygones be bygones?”

“We both know I have no intention of allowing you to flee,” Orodan replied.

“Then we bargain,” the Devil King said. “What do you want from me?”

“To purify you into something less foul,” Orodan said. A snarl of rage, and dare he say… fear, boiled from the devil.

“I would rather die!” Devil King Saathmaraz spat. “Is this your warrior’s honor? To defile your foes instead of granting them a proper death?”

Orodan grimaced, having to think on that. It had a point, foul as it was. To just alter what someone was at core, was to cross a sacred line. He’d done it once against a foe he truly despised, but only because she’d threatened to do the same to him once upon a time.

Something inside didn’t sit right with doing such a thing so casually.

“Surely you can’t expect me to just let you go? Your kind is wicked. Just moments ago, you were wearing the corpse of a man like an abominable suit of flesh,” Orodan accused. “You’ve also ignited the soul nexus multiple times, detonating trillions of innocent souls.”

“I shall swear off any such despicable acts forever! I shall repent! And the Puppet Sovereign? He asked it of me! The man formerly known as the Puppet Sovereign summoned me and begged I take up residence within his body,” it said. “And do you know why?”

“The Celestial Emperor, Jian Huangdi,” Orodan answered.

“Precisely, but it extends beyond mere mention. You see, when the Puppet Sovereign approached me, his mind had gained but a moment of freedom from the tyranny of the Dao of Domination and Supremacy,” it explained. “Tell me, is it so heinous a crime that I possess his body in order to slowly unravel the mind controlling Dao upon it? After all, you too must’ve tasted the Celestial Emperor’s might, no?”

“So, he traded one master for another,” Orodan replied. Yet, he wasn’t blind enough to realize that the man had done so by choice. That the Puppet Sovereign preferred the Devil King over the Celestial Emperor spoke volumes about the Celestial Court’s ruler. “Still, even if I buy this tale, you still decided to destroy his body and then igniting the soul nexus in a bid to harm me permanently. Both of which I doubt he’d like.”

“Lies between us will serve no purpose at this juncture. I confess, I likely would do such a thing, particularly if I had reason to believe it would harm you,” it explained, and Orodan frowned. “Try and look at it from my side. You purify a True Vampire, fight against Devil King Gutriyaz, and now threaten to fundamentally alter me at core. With you being a time looper, you’re the single greatest threat my race has ever encountered to date, rivalled only by the ancient wrong done unto us by the Great Betrayer. I consider not just you as you are, but you as you will likely grow to be. Do you expect me to play the convenient stepping stone for your ascent to power?”

Damn it all. This parley was stupid, and it was detracting from the fight he could be having.

“Your innately wicked nature makes it difficult for me to parley with you,” Orodan said bluntly. “You only negotiate because you’re aware of my power. Otherwise, you’d all too happily go along with your devilish ways. Tell me honestly, what do you get out of assisting the Puppet Sovereign? I doubt you’re doing it out of the goodness of your demonic heart.”

“Again, I shall be honest, for lies are futile against a time looper. The Hells are at war with both the Conclave and the Celestial Court. Your homeworld and many like it are often ‘guided’ into conflict with us as well,” Devil King Saathmaraz explained. “Assisting the Puppet Sovereign would weaken an enemy faction and also allow us to set up a tributary tap on the soul nexus, drawing a scant few souls to the Hells. A small price to extract…”

“And what will become of these kidnapped souls? Torment and eternal hellfire?” Orodan asked, still intent on killing this foul devil.

“Lies and slander spread by the Conclave!” the Devil King rebuked. “Yes, many of us Devil Kings are wicked and do deplorable things in the name of power. But do your human rulers and ancient Grandmasters not do the same? We treat our subjects and those who fall in line very well. Ever since the Great Betrayer’s final act, there are no torture pits filled with innocents, those are all lies spouted by the Conclave. We are simply… pragmatic. But as are many of your human Grandmasters, no?”

“You are right, of course. And yet I have killed plenty of these human Grandmasters for slaughtering innocents just the same. My hand does not discriminate,” Orodan warned with a growl. “Do you think to sway me with some silly speech on how we aren’t so different? From what I hear, everything you do is wicked. Is there a part where you convince me that you’re worth sparing?”

“Pah! You mortal races and your morals. Yes, we demons do not ascribe to the same sense of morality that you do, but we have certain standards of conduct we abide by. Am I wicked simply because I covet power and aggressively move to claim it? In that regard, your warmongering attitude is rather similar to mine. Your battle lust would earn the respect and admiration of even the Overking.”

“I don’t go around butchering innocents or infiltrating other worlds to cause mass destruction,” Orodan fired back.

“Lies and slander. Just because the mindless beasts of the lower hells are summoned by cultists from your world and then rampage does not mean the Devil Kings are responsible for it. Do you control the rabid beasts of your world? Do you have omnipotent sight over all territories? If a beast of the wilds wanders into your town and kills a child, does that make you wicked?” it spat. “The rule upon worlds drawn into my domain is one of efficiency and fair meritocracy. I cannot speak for the other Devil Kings, but then, neither can you speak for the foul mortals among your kind who commit depraved acts, can you?”

“Do you honestly expect me to believe that you’re just a normal being who doesn’t commit any atrocities? One who can honor a deal?” Orodan asked. “Your ignition of the soul nexus in an earlier loop doesn’t give me much faith. I doubt that was part of your agreement with the rebel cultivators.”

“I can only admit to my imperfection. Would you not also strike a blow against the deadliest enemy your race has ever faced?” Saathmaraz asked. “As for atrocities? We simply have differing sets of morals. This ‘torture’ that you mortals often engage in, we demons do not subscribe to the notion. The torment-filled process of becoming an Arch-Devil is one of honor and is treated with due respect and care. And without consent we would never defile or control the mind of any who aren’t criminals. The bull demons you see used as fodder are criminals serving justice. Expendable.”

“And all the demonic possessions I read about in history?” Orodan asked pointedly. Recalling how demonic possession had been a real concern in an earlier period of Inuanan history, at least before the crusade which had destroyed the Seventh Hell.

“All consensual. At least, those practiced by us Arch-Devils in civilized society,” Saathmaraz said. “What your historians and ‘holy leaders’ don’t want to tell you, is that the possession is a two-way connection. Before I discarded his form, the Puppet Sovereign and I would often share control of his body. You might think it a tyrannical takeover, but we devils abhor such a thing and consider it most… distasteful. Your historical records of possessions fail to mention that the summoner must call the demon forth from the Hells. And that the possessed gains great power.”

“Borrowed power will never hold as firmly as strength earned through one’s own sweat and blood.”

“A privileged opinion from a time looper who hasn’t had to experience true death,” it said. “Even among demonkind, not all are proficient in the ways of violence. Do you think it fair to make that insensitive comment to a grieving grandmother whose village is raided, and her kin slain? Should she ‘earn’ power through her own sweat and blood when the killers still roam free? Or do you callously judge her for not following in your path when she never had the advantages that you do.”

A fair point. And Orodan had to admit this of the Devil King…

“Your words make sense, but you are still a vermin who ignites a soul nexus just to deal me a blow,” Orodan said. “Perhaps not all devils are irredeemable monsters. But you certainly are.”

Devil King Saathmaraz hissed in displeasure, understanding that communication with Orodan was fruitless. And why would it not be? If he saw a problem, he would make it his problem. He had rampaged within the under-mountain confederation and defied the Gods of his world.

To now see some Devil King igniting a soul nexus? That would not stand.

“Tch! Then remain trapped in here, Orodan Wainwright. There will be no salvation for you once the Administrator comes,” the Devil King taunted, slipping out of the dimensional underway, fleeing and leaving Orodan alone.

Trapped.

Not ideal when he had something capable of slaying him permanently on its way in a month, and a Celestial Emperor who was likely plotting his further downfall now that he’d survived.

Now how was he to get out of this place? One option was to just end himself via generating a fatal amount of soul energy. But the other option… was to follow the very faint trace of the dimensional pathway the Devil King had taken to get out.

Vision of Purity in tandem with his existing Dimensionalism allowed him to see deeply enough that he spotted it. And with a titanic rumbling of soul energy, he tried reaching through the faint crack which still lingered…

…only for a trap to be triggered.

He had been thrown into this hellish underway right near the soul nexus. Thus naturally, his exit would be near it too. And Saathmaraz wasn’t kind enough to leave such an apparent exit for no reason.

There was a trap laid upon it, one with soul-devouring hellfire. A flame which spread to the soul nexus.

The explosion of trillions of souls caused the boundaries of the hellish dimensional underway to shatter and mix freely with the dimensional divide they were mirroring. And just before the explosion reached him, Orodan erupted with power and it all went into one skill…

…which was utterly overwhelmed.

[Time Reversal 52 → Time Reversal 56]

[Time Mastery 50 → Time Mastery 54]

His new Absolute Body Composition skill allowed him to channel a greatly increased amount of soul energy, yet it still wasn’t enough. This was a soul nexus containing trillions of souls. All souls of the Ascendent Sword Cluster’s many worlds entered the cycle of death and rebirth here. The soul detonation of it all could destroy an entire solar system.

Even with his improved body, it was an amount of power he just couldn’t bring to bear in the short time he had.

As the darkness took him, he had a grin on his face.

It was a new mountain before him, gift-wrapped and ready to be broken by his head.

[Checkpoint Restored]

“My prince! The puppet’s army has been spotted on the horizon! They… they come in extreme numbers!” a messenger declared.

“That Devil King… it really is something else,” Orodan said. “Zaessythra, attempting to reverse time on the soul nexus to prevent its explosion is going to be my new goal.”

“You… I’m sorry, what?” she asked. “You want to reverse time on a soul nexus containing trillions of souls?”

“To prevent its ignition by Devil King Saathmaraz,” Orodan clarified.

“What!” Prince Zhou Shan exclaimed. “That foul devil! It dares to defile the System’s protected mechanism for the cycle of life and death?”

Well, it did dare to do so, but mainly because Orodan pressed it into a corner and it could see the writing on the wall and where it would eventually lead. On one hand, he could perhaps try and avoid getting drawn into that hellish underway. But on the other… maybe he could use his foe’s vile act as a form of training. After all, enemies who could ignite soul nexii existed, evidenced by Devil King Saathmaraz. Better he hone himself and learn to prevent their destruction here and now rather than have to face it at a later time and be unable to protect the innocents.

From what he saw of that final trap… the Devil King had the soul nexus rigged to begin with as a form of leverage. So whether Orodan got dragged into the underway or not was irrelevant. The nexus would ignite.

Additionally, his skills had truly increased across the board over the loops of struggle against enemy Gods and Transcendents. He felt he was rapidly approaching a tipping point.

“Leave the enemy army to me. I’ve been abusing the time loops to get stronger and stronger against them. This time, I feel I can truly make them panic,” Orodan said as he walked toward a familiar tent. “And excuse me, I’ll be borrowing this broom.”

It was time to clean, and it was time to grind.
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Many loops passed. And throughout them, he battered the rebel army until the Puppet Sovereign’s arrival, and then he was drawn into the dimensional underways of the Hells. There, he cleaned, and panicked the Devil King into fleeing each time.

Followed by his repeated deaths during attempts to prevent the soul nexus exploding.

Throughout all of that, he’d learned much.

“I’m curious, Devil King, how the hells do worlds work… in the Hells?”

Whether out of pride or simply because the demon thought conversation would increase the likelihood of Orodan allying with it, it answered.

“The Hells are a separate dimension consisting of eight layers in totality. The Eighth and Seventh Hells have been all but destroyed, scoured clean. They’re no more than the hunting grounds of greedy mortals nowadays. Worlds within the Hells are from the Third Hell onwards.”

“These worlds in the Hells, were they always there?” Orodan asked.

“Some of the core worlds where demonkind first came from, yes,” Saathmaraz answered. “Our ancestral homeworlds aside, many of the current worlds of the Hells were drawn in after conquering the world core.”

“You can pull an entire world into your home dimension?” Orodan asked, more than a bit impressed. “How is anyone supposed to reclaim ground lost to demonkind, then?”

“A complicated and costly process, during which a demon skilled in Dimensionalism works over a period of months to draw the world into a dimensional bubble which is then ferried into our home dimension,” it answered, then explained how it was able to pull Orodan into this dimensional underway.

“Of course, this leaves them vulnerable,” it went on. “And great battles have been fought in the past between Conclave and Hegemony Crusaders and defending Devil Kings seeking to expand their territory. Aside from the defense of our territories, the conquest of suitable worlds is one of the few times where we Devil Kings come together. I was often chosen as the dimensionalist due to my talents. As for their ‘reclamation,’ the Conclave and Hegemony have some irksome methods of launching a crusade to retake a world.”

“And the population of these worlds… what happens to them?” Orodan asked.

“We butcher them all, eat the children, torture everyone beforehand, and then dance over the corpses,” it said dryly, and for a second, Orodan actually took it seriously, until it finished: “Was that macabre enough for you?”

“How about a serious answer?”

“Can you give me a serious answer about what you mortals do upon conquering a world?”

“I haven’t spoken to many world conquerors, and the one I do know is notoriously secretive when the topic of her ascension to Sovereign comes up,” Orodan said, thinking of how Zaessythra refused to speak much of it. He surmised it was an atrocious affair filled with much innocent death.

“Ah, I forget that the time looper comes from humble origins. The informant reports did say something along those lines,” Devil King Saathmaraz remarked. “Then, listen well. Much like you mortals, certain Devil Kings do enjoy committing atrocities and butchering the rebellious populations of entire worlds upon their induction into the Hells. But it’s mostly a peaceful transition, as unbelievable as it may sound.”

“So, you’re telling me that the population of a world abducted from the material plane and forced into the Hells can just… live a peaceful and happy life?”

“Why not? Demonkind ever has need of crafters, farmers, and laborers. And the aspiring warriors among them often choose to undergo the sacred process of ascending into an Arch-Devil. From birth till death, an untalented Initiate-level laborer can enjoy a happy life wanting for nothing,” the Devil King said, looking at Orodan with renewed interest. “I see, you’ve only seen two Devil Kings so far, have you not? What you’ll come to learn is that Devil Kings can physically look different depending on their species and individual form prior to undergoing the Arch-Devil transformation. Do you think the Hells would have a variety of Devil Kings if we simply slaughtered the native populace of inducted worlds? Many of our most powerful members come from the populations of conquered worlds, ascended to the glorious blood of the Arch-Devil through zeal and devotion.”

Perhaps the Hells were a little less nefarious than he’d been led to believe.

“And the civilians, they’re not enslaved or coerced into labor by force?” Orodan asked.

“The protection we provide from the wild demons of the Hells beyond a world’s atmosphere is often motivation enough. Still, a rare few Devil Kings might, yet even those are through predatory contracts more than whip-cracking and chains. Most prefer their working populations to be content and loyal,” Saathmaraz explained. “Better productivity, stronger warriors, and most importantly… less defections to those chanting fools of the Conclave.”

“Then, there’s an entire economy and society… I have a hard time picturing that,” Orodan said. “Truth be told, it goes against everything I’d heard growing up about the Hells and the Arch-Devils.”

“We would not be able to hold onto any worlds if we simply oppressed the locals upon their induction. Not when the Conclave threatens our conquests with regular crusades of ‘reclamation.’”

“A shame… I was expecting more ritual sacrifice and summoning of demonic Gods.”

“We are not caricatures, time looper. We’re more than just the scary fables your mother and father recited to frighten you into obedience,” the Devil King said.

“I never knew my mother and father, but I believe I understand a bit better now.”

“Then for what it’s worth, you have my sympathies. I, too, had no hive-matrons during my upbringing, but it made me all the stronger for it.”

“Oh? Tell me⁠—”

“No. You are stalling. You did not answer when I asked whether you would work with me.”

Orodan’s answer came in the form of a Draconic Fireball the demon stayed well out of range of, and the ignition and subsequent explosion of the soul nexus took up his focus for the remainder of that checkpoint loop, but from then on, he decided not to broach that topic with the Devil King.

Yes, he intended on killing it, but there was no sense in asking about bad memories. That was just poor manners.

And another conversation two loops after had Orodan asking questions about ethics.

“Torture is abhorrent to demonkind, why?”

“Do you mortals not despise torture as well?” it asked in turn.

“Well, obviously, but it’s a bit strange that you have no problem with invading worlds and subverting the populace into the Hells while also being against torture,” Orodan said. “Why torture, specifically? Are there any other things demonkind can unanimously agree to detest?”

“It is of… ancestral significance to us. The Great Betrayer permanently altered our very species through a sacrilegious act. We demons were not always as you see now… we were more driven by emotion. Bad things perhaps; greed, bloodlust, carnal passion, and the like… but they were still emotions belonging to us. And then the first act of treachery occurred and most of our kind have been cold and emotionless since.”

It explained why Saathmaraz was such a pragmatist. He hadn’t managed to rankle or goad it into any act of recklessness through pride. It, and even Devil King Gutriyaz, had a level of emotional detachment and efficiency to them.

There was hatred, perhaps. But besides that? He’d seen no other emotions.

“No wonder Devil King Gutriyaz tried to immediately kill me…” Orodan muttered.

“Now you understand. You successfully changed the very nature of a being, a violation we have already faced. Do you wonder why an Arch-Devil might take poorly to that?”

“But what about enslavement? Murder? Pillaging?”

“What about them? Some do them, some do not. Do you mortals not do the same?” it asked. “We simply hold no special disgust towards these acts. Breaking agreements and violating bonds of kinship are severely frowned upon, however, so these acts are rarer than you would think. And the subjugated populations of conquered worlds need simply comply to avoid such fates.”

“Your kind are like warlords, then? Aggressively expanding and subjugating those who defy you… yet treating loyal citizenry fairly. Would that be a fair assessment?”

“By nature, all Arch-Devils—whether natural or transformed—crave power,” Saathmaraz explained. “Yet, power need not come through cruelty and mad violence. There are some Devil Kings who conduct themselves in such a manner, and you’d get along well with some of those for their battle lust, yet there is room for peace and co-existence.”

Orodan wouldn’t say he liked the Devil King, but he did find the frequent conversations in each repeat to be interesting. Cathedral doctrine would hold that he and any associated with him needed to be slain and the bodies sanctified for merely talking to a demon, let alone a Devil King. But in his opinion, they didn’t seem all that different from a particularly wretched human.

He’d thought the Devil King wicked for igniting the soul nexus… but perhaps it was more cold-blooded logic than anything else? Not that it excused the heinous act in any way. But it did make him consider that this thing wasn’t human or any of the mortal races he knew of, and likely operated under an entirely different set of morals.

His constant deaths against the near-unstoppable soul nexus explosion aside, the battle against the rebel army was another point where he’d learned new things. The constant battles slowly increased his skills across the board.

It had been fifty loops since his first visit to the dimensional underways of the Hells.

And now, in this final loop where he felt the tipping point approach, everything would come together.

“This time, I think I’m going to win,” Orodan said.

“Win? What do you—oh, of course,” Zaessythra said. “Feel up to the task of slaying the enemy commander?”

“Not quite.”

“I thought you said you’d win this time.”

“I believe so, but that weasel will still escape. But this time… I think I can stop that damned explosion,” Orodan answered. “Prince Zhou Shan, please hold the Third Army back. I’ve been through this battle enough times, now… I think I can show some results.”

The prince only nodded, and Orodan didn’t stick around.

The teleportation which tore through the enemy’s space-lock formation brought him before the enemy army.

The enemy whip cultivator, the commander of the center-line, shouted orders, as usual.

“Front ranks! Advance and engage! He’s isolated!” barked the Transcendent Whip cultivator

The bull demons predictably moved to advance and engage. But before that…

“Orodan! The flying fell beasts are converging on your position! You’re about to become the target of focus fire!” Zaessythra warned him mentally. This was fine, Orodan had been through this enough times now, and he was far stronger and more prepared.

The enemy missile troops fired in volleys. The first two volleys were unit specific, as in, each unit of archers, elemental cultivators, or javelineers would coordinate their own volleys. But the third… the third was where the entire enemy army’s ranged troops hit him all at once.

If he used Warrior’s Reciprocity during the first or second volleys, not everyone would fire by the time of the third volley, as they’d notice the dead. Early on in the repeats, he had a hard time surviving, and thus needed to utilize the skill right away to alleviate pressure. But now, with his healing and defensive skills far higher, he simply withstood the damage. Confident.

The first and second volleys came and went, their impact minimal.

But the third?

As the missiles and elemental assaults of the entire enemy army connected…

…Orodan allowed Warrior’s Reciprocity to return it all.

The result was pure cataclysm.

Fifteen thousand troops arrayed in neat formations in the back lines. In their place was now fifteen thousand corpses.

“By the heavens! Hold fire! Hold fire! He can return damage!”

“We have no ranged forces to give orders to!” the enemy hydra-God bellowed.

“Silence! Do not panic! Advance and engage with Gods and Transcendents! Pull back the bull demons! Now!”

The bull demons were about to act on those orders, yet before they could, Domain of Perfect Cleaning enveloped the entire opposing force and purged all of their minds. Fifteen thousand bull demons, cleared of their binding mind magics in an instant.

“T-the bull demons are breaking and fleeing!”

“Mind cultivators! Work on restoring the bindings on the remaining ones!” the whip cultivator barked,

“Captain… all the bindings have been broken!”

“Dammit—dammit all! Call for the generals! All captains and commanders, charge!”

The enemy elite began their typical assault, yet Orodan weathered it with frightening efficiency.

The Gold cultivator’s assault was ineffective. The acid cultivator’s fluids simply gave him a bath, and the singularities of the gravity cultivator were not only endured… but dealt with in a unique manner.

A broom left his spatial storage and lashed out to cleanse the space where the singularities were.

“He’s somehow unravelling my singularities!”

Additionally, with Warrior’s Reciprocity at a higher level, it now caused a new dilemma for the foe.

“Why do you shirk your blows? Attack him!”

“The damage return from that skill is outpacing the healing Xue Ran can provide!” the enemy hydra-God retorted.

“Xue Ran! We need more healing!”

Yet, the healer in the skies above struggled heavily. The man’s eyes were bloodshot, and the healing cultivator was bleeding from his nose. The damage return from Orodan’s Warrior’s Reciprocity was keeping the man’s hands more than full.

“Melee! Close in and engage! Buy some time for Xue Ran to heal the backline!”

Orodan once more made contact with the enemy’s elite Transcendents and Gods who were specialized in close combat. And throughout fifty loops, he’d grown stronger. Clashing against Devil King Saathmaraz certainly helped, and thirty loops ago, he’d begun doing well enough that the enemy’s melee specialists had to get involved.

The familiar lightning-fist cultivator and whip cultivator charged him alongside the enemy hydra-God. These three were the main frontline, all while a squad of fifty weaker Transcendents and Gods, newly ascended or possessing low-rarity skills, supported them by swarming him.

Survival and outlasting the enemy was his real strength. Which was why he had yet to actually kill any Gods or Transcendents. The Puppet Sovereign always arrived before he could. This loop, however, he felt would be the victory loop. And that was because he had a gut feeling he could lash out and reap at least one life.

The three main frontliners were doing a good job of occupying him, except he was now at a point where he could ignore many of their blows with the confidence that he could survive the damage.

The melee continued for ten more seconds until…

…one tired and injured spear-Transcendent, multiple cuts across his body, lashed out with a full power strike. A moment of desperation or carelessness perhaps.

Orodan ignored every other attack even as he was run through, sliced, crushed, and pummeled. He ran headfirst into the injured Transcendent’s attack… and simultaneously unleashed the most powerful All-Strike he could as Warrior’s Reciprocity did its work.

The man’s chest cavity received a man-sized hole from the backlash, and then Orodan’s All-Strike reached him.

[New Title → Transcendent Slayer]

The battlefield halted for a brief instant at the kill. The fear and reminder of mortality was now apparent in the eyes of the rebel forces.

And of course, his show of dominance hadn’t gone unnoticed.

“Orodan! The enemy general is⁠—”

“Approaching, I know, Zaessythra, I know. You say that every time,” Orodan interrupted.

“Well, if you don’t like it, you’re free to tell me to shut up on the next loop,” she fired back.

“And why would I do that?” he asked. “After all, I’ve grown quite fond of hearing your voice.”

“Ugh… you’re such a fool.”

As usual, a flying fell beast carrying the two enemy leaders approached. One of them, the Puppet Sovereign, possessed by Devil King Saathmaraz. The other, the Thousand Broom Sovereign.

“Hold all attacks!” the puppet bellowed. “Time looper! Your brazen display of charging my army by your lonesome is audacious. I came in with forty thousand, and I’m left with just above ten thousand. A complete disaster. But do not presume I don’t recognize the possibility that you’ve been looping to achieve this outcome.”

“Enough of that, Devil King,” Orodan said, causing the Puppet Sovereign to freeze and closely eye him. He’d found that dropping his knowledge of its true nature caused it to stall for a bit, giving him time to converse. “Thousand Broom Sovereign, tell me, is it better to utilize a broom upon the dust and a mop upon the water? Or does the road to true mastery lay in knowing how to use the broom to sweep water and the mop to brush away the dust?”

“Why, that’s an odd regimen, but I would argue that the broom can solve all problems,” the cultivator replied, seemingly forgetting about the context he was in. The man seemed to be much like Orodan, a cleaning savant. “If there are nine hundred and ninety-nine things that need cleaning, and you have a thousand brooms, then victory is yours. A broom for each task.”

“But then, if you run into a thousand-and-one things that need cleaning, you’ll be defeated,” Orodan replied, and the man had a scandalized look. “It seems our philosophy on cleaning differs. I’m of the belief that having one broom which can clean all things is the path to mastery.”

“Given that I can conjure millions of brooms if needed, my earlier words were more philosophical than practical,” the man said. “What do you want?”

Instead of his sword and shield, Orodan drew his broom.

“Face me in a battle of insights,” Orodan demanded, pointing the broom at him in challenge. “I shall prove that my understanding of cleaning is superior to yours. Pit your Dao against my skill.”

“I get an instinctual feeling you’re quite special in the path of cleaning, but you stand before a Transcendent and the greatest cleaning cultivator of the Ascendent Sword Cluster,” the Thousand Broom Sovereign said. “Celestial skill or no, do not take me lightly.”

“Thousand Broom Sovereign! This is the time looper! You play into his hands with this farce!” the Puppet Sovereign said. And Orodan had to wonder if Devil King Saathmaraz’s words were true. That it shared a body with the Puppet Sovereign, after all, the Devil King sounded a bit more composed while the puppet had a slightly angrier demeanor.

“And? My pride as a cultivator refuses to let me shirk from this contest,” the man said and conjured enough brooms to blot out the sky. “He has ravaged our army and now offers me the chance to stall him so that our forces may recover? We would be foolish not to take it.”

It was a magnificent sight, and Orodan had to admire the sight of so many well-made brooms hovering in the sky. He could see now how Jian Song lost to this man.

He pointed his own broom at the ground.

“This patch of ground beneath us… no tricks, no magic, no Qi… just brooming technique,” Orodan declared. “I, Orodan Wainwright, guarantee that I can clean it better than you with just this poorly-made broom! If you win, I surrender and join your side. I’ll even resurrect your dead. And if I win… I demand an audience with Devil King Saathmaraz.”

The nearby cultivators who were overhearing this were shocked. Some gasped, some muttered, and many were in utter disbelief that what was moments ago a battle, would now be a contest of cleaning. The mentions of a Devil King, a somewhat taboo secret among the rebels, also didn’t help matters.

“Very well! Just know that you’re a million years too early to challenge me!” the man declared. “Like a frog in a well, you know not what your limits are, Orodan Wainwright!”

“I’ve been humbled often enough. But in this, when it comes to cleaning… I doubt you or anyone in the universe can match me.”

The man’s face held a look of severe pride as a million brooms descended from the sky and began assaulting the ground. The man himself controlled them all to sweep half of the patch of ground Orodan had indicated.

In a sense, it went against the rules a bit. After all, he’d stipulated no magic or tricks, but it was still a display of excellent broom technique. Very good, in fact. The Orodan from Ogdenborough from before the time loops would’ve been quite awed…

…and the Orodan from after his time at Novarria would have considered it on his level.

That’s all it was.

He cared not that this man was a Transcendent, past level 100 in the Dao of Cleaning. Orodan’s talent in cleaning was such that he could clean well above his level. And this man’s sweeping technique was…

“Lacking,” Orodan pronounced simply.

“You dare!”

“A million brooms working with sub-par technique isn’t enough! A million times zero is still zero!” Orodan declared. “Now, then… behold what a single broom can do.”

Instead of bringing the broom to the ground right away, Orodan first minutely adjusted every single hair on the broom head to perfection. Then, the Weapon Aura part of his Celestial skill held it in place as he took a stance and every muscle in his body was poised to move.

It wasn’t a forceful move; it wasn’t one overloaded with power as he was so often wont to do.

No. It was just a simple sweep.

A mere stroke across the ground.

[Domain of Perfect Cleaning 88 → Domain of Perfect Cleaning 89]

Every cell of his new body could now function as a brain; therefore, he was thinking with all of himself as he focused on the task. Each movement, beyond mere perfection.

The skill levels didn’t accurately reflect his comprehensions, but that was okay. He was beginning to outgrow the boosts provided by skill level gains when it came to the act of cleaning. The insights he’d been gaining over the last fifty repeats were something the System couldn’t accurately quantify.

His fingers, arms, legs, and waist moved in such a way during the sweep that the very air was drawn toward the broom head, which he’d arranged perfectly for that reason. The broom head, with naught but immaculate technique, swept up the very impurities in the rock itself.

And as Orodan had come to learn long ago, Cleaning depended on the user’s version of what was deemed unclean. And in this strange battlefield within the dimensional divide where reality was surreal and impossible geometric shapes existed…

…Orodan deemed the dimension itself to be filth.

The rock under his feet had always possessed a rather immaterial and imaginary quality to it. It was real, certainly, but not of the material plane. Not of the regular dimension that Orodan came from.

His sweep rectified that, and the dream-like and surreal rock he’d swept over, became all too real and tangible.

[New Skill (Mythical) → Reality Alteration 1]

The Puppet Sovereign twitched once. The entire battlefield had gone silent, and what followed was a million brooms falling to the ground from above, yet the sound of the Thousand Broom Sovereign’s knees hitting the dirt was the loudest.

“…You transformed it into rock of the material plane. To defy reality itself…”

“No… I simply cleaned it. Through a singular broom, all things are possible.”

And then, before the Devil King could assume its true form and destroy the Puppet Sovereign’s body, Orodan teleported right in front of it… and swept out with the broom.

It would’ve been all too tempting to purify the Devil King itself, but Orodan had some standards. It had done him no personal grievance. Rather, his sweep pushed it out of the possessed man’s body.

Immediately, the Devil King began flying away, and as a parting gift… it ignited the soul nexus.

He had tried many methods of preventing the explosion. Some of them good, many of them bad.

Among them all, Shield Intent surrounding the soul nexus was a quick and easy method of preventing its ignition. Yet, Orodan refused this cheap solution, as it was for weaklings, and when the time came and he actually needed to save a soul nexus which had already been set ablaze, it would come back to bite him.

Spatiomancy to redirect the pulse of world energy which started the fire was also successful but rejected for the same reasons above.

Other solutions, such as attempting to absorb the world energy using his own crown hadn’t worked, and attempts at developing a hypothetical ‘soul black hole’ hadn’t panned out.

Hard work was the only way forward. And Orodan had struggled, strained, and died fifty times to make his body capable of tolerating the insane ravages of soul energy needed to cast a Time Reversal on this scale.

Yet, this time, he felt success was due.

[Time Reversal 69 → Time Reversal 70]

[Time Mastery 62 → Time Mastery 65]

Orodan’s body was reduced to a single cell. A common occurrence when channelling enough power to destroy an entire world. And just as the darkness was about to take him, a final message came forth.

[Harmony of Vitality 96 → Harmony of Vitality 97]

His one cell stabilized, and another was born. Bit by bit, the tide was turned.

His soul burned hotter and hotter; beyond any level he’d ever brought it to before. Kept alive only thanks to his new body composition and the increases in his healing abilities.

The hellfire that had begun spreading through the trillions of souls… slowly began to halt, and then… to reverse.

“Amazing…!”

It was the Thousand Broom Sovereign who muttered next to him, simply looking on in wonder.

The reversal continued, until finally, it reverted to before the world energy pulse ever struck in the first place.

[Soul Nexus Tampering Detected - Administrator Notified]

As Zhou Shan had warned, tampering with the soul nexus came with consequences.

Frankly, Orodan couldn’t care less at this point. He already had an Administrator coming for him.

And the Devil King who was nearing one of the hellish underway passages to escape? Its eyes were wide with terror.

“We shall meet again, Orodan Wainwright!” it declared.

The Devil King promptly vanished. Orodan had advanced his Dimensionalism by a fair bit, and while he could likely leave the Hells, actually entering it was another thing. Teleportation didn’t work in carrying him back there either, the spatial connection non-existent.

An angry Prince Zhou Shan came barging over, cutting his ruminations short.

“Foul Devil King! It has eluded us! It and its kind are enemies of all decent folk!” the prince angrily exclaimed and then calmed down. “Orodan Wainwright, thank you for all you’ve done, the nexus is safe and the foul demons have been eliminated. Though… tensions between us and the Puppet Sovereign’s forces remain.”

Certainly, despite their reduced numbers, the remainder of the rebel army did not look amicable or willing to surrender.

“Perhaps bringing their fallen back would help ease the tension?” Orodan suggested. “From the sounds of it, you two have a common enemy.”
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The after-battle mop-up wasn’t complicated.

The escaped bull demons were rounded up, and Orodan insisted they at least be imprisoned fairly. He wasn’t about to insist that the Third Army show mercy and release them after the casualties they’d likely suffered in prior battles. The Celestial Court still considered the Hells their enemy.

The cultivators of the rebel army were resurrected by Orodan alongside the remaining time and soul cultivators of both sides. Being right next to the soul nexus made resurrections a lot easier he learned.

Zhou Shan’s main reason for fighting the rebel forces to begin with was the possession of the Puppet Sovereign by a Devil King. Without that? They had a common enemy in Jian Huangdi. And they joined the Third Army after an intense bout of negotiations, where both sides agreed that the Celestial Emperor was a true problem and the man’s tyranny needed to be stopped.

All in all, it was agreed that a campaign against the Celestial Emperor would begin soon, and Orodan was invited to join, which he gladly accepted. Enemies of his enemy being his friends and all that.

Zaessythra made some choice remarks about his proclivity for entering one cosmic conflict after another, but tolerated it since it was against a mutual enemy. Orodan sensed she was more worried than she let on, but didn’t want to pry for now.

Troops were slated to move out the very next day, and the few loyalist worlds of the Third Army and the many rebel worlds of the Puppet Sovereign’s uprising began mobilizing troops for the effort.

As for the Puppet Sovereign himself, the man’s mind was clearly broken in some irreparable way which Orodan offered to take a look at, but was refused.

The man’s trauma from the Celestial Emperor’s brainwashing ran deep, and he refused to allow anyone access, even for healing. Which was fair enough, and Orodan respected that.

Orodan sat in his assigned tent, reading a book on dimensionalism—Zaessythra perched on his shoulder also reading along—when a messenger came in.

“Sovereign Wainwright!”

“I’m not a Sovereign…”

“You have dominion over a world core, you fool, it’s custom in the Ascendent Sword Cluster to refer to World-Rulers as Sovereigns.”

Orodan sighed, but accepted it.

“Yes?”

“My lord, there is a letter for you,” the man said. Yet, something was off.

Orodan looked closer and…

“An illusion,” Zaessythra muttered.

“You see it too?” Orodan replied.

“Yes… how utterly remarkable… I never would’ve noticed unless the creator wanted me to,” she said. “This is an illusion of the highest caliber.”

The messenger vanished into motes of world energy after the letter was taken.

The letter, by contrast, was quite real.

Well, as real as something with at least two thousand different types of magic upon it could be.

“It’s not trapped,” Orodan said, scanning it with Vision of Purity. “At least from what I can tell. The letter itself is real too, even if there are way too many spells upon it.”

Not that Orodan worried about things like rigged letters and ambushes.

“Well? Read it already!”

Such a demanding book…

Orodan opened up the letter. No magical traps. Even the handwriting was just…

“System glyphs? It’s as though somebody wrote this whole thing in the language of the System, yet my eyes can read the content just fine,” Orodan said.

The System translated all. Yet, depending on the language written, the handwriting and whatnot, it could be a clue as to the identity of the author, yet this letter was written in the glyphs of the System itself. The writing wasn’t done by the System, that much he could see, but the fact that someone had manually penned a letter in that language meant they were very careful in covering their tracks.

Even though it translated perfectly to Orodan, he had not a clue who the writer was.

‘I hope this letter finds you well, time looper.

Unlike yourself, secrecy is not only critical to my plans at understanding the situation I’m in, but also necessary for my own safety. Thus, you’ll find over two thousand spells empowered by various sources of energy, all meant to obscure this letter and prevent any forms of tracing.

We can’t all go around dying thousands of times to best a single enemy. And the one that comes after you in a month is a most dangerous one. I strongly, no, I absolutely advise, that you immediately flee to another galaxy to avoid it. And System forbid it has already touched you… then it can track your location throughout the loops, with a reminder that you’re rather important. The one that pursues you, The Reject, is mad and corrupted by something fell, something that terrifies me and should scare you as well. Only one of the other four are like him, and even then, that one isn’t as insane as the one pursuing you. Do not trust the Administrators.

I also write to complain about the mayhem you’ve caused since the beginning of this loop of mine. Your recent tampering with a soul nexus has caused quite the stir. The Administrator pursuing me received a notification about it. Please try to keep it down. Then again… perhaps don’t. It’s amusing and gave me an opening at a convenient moment.

Signed, Someone in a Similar Situation’

“Well… this complicates matters,” Orodan said.

“At least they seem a lot smarter than you,” Zaessythra said. “Not like that’s a hard feat to manage.”

Orodan let her have the newly improved Warrior’s Reciprocity for that one.


Chapter 10
Campaign For the Cluster I


Four people and a book were sat around a table within a grand war tent.

“We’ve agreed to join hands with you, Prince Zhou Shan, yet your poorly concealed suspicion towards the Puppet Sovereign does not go unnoticed,” the Thousand Broom Sovereign said. “If there is any bad blood present, we should air it now.”

“That is⁠—”

“Air it out, Zhou Shan,” Orodan said. “I find it best to let your feelings out bluntly. And if that causes offense, then so be it! You wield a big axe just as I wield a sword. We’re warriors, let’s air our grievances bluntly!”

“I’m a cultivator…” the prince muttered in reply. “Just because I wield a big axe does not make me exactly the same as you, my friend.”

“A mere matter of semantics! Let us get on with it,” Orodan boisterously declared.

If there was any awkwardness at the table, it was gone with his brutish social acumen which forced the matter. Let it not be said that Orodan didn’t have his ways.

“I fear I’m not quite as bold as yourself, Orodan Wainwright,” the prince said, then turned to the Puppet Sovereign. “Still, you’ve cornered me, so I shall speak. I still bear some misgivings towards you for allying with a Devil King.”

“Would you have done any different if you’d fallen under the sway of your tyrant father’s Dao?” the Puppet Sovereign asked in turn. “My memories are in tatters and every waking moment is spent questioning who I really am. Are the memories from my past mere fabrications? Has anything in my life ever had any meaning? Your family has done me much ill, Zhou Shan. Do not act as though your kind are not culpable in this!”

“You could’ve—!” the prince was about to exclaim, but stopped himself. “What of your honor? Your Dao? Did becoming a puppet yourself not halt your advancements? In a similar situation, upon coming to my senses, I would’ve sought death to redeem myself!”

“I am not you! My world still needed me, and many more were still under the yoke of your tyrant father!” the Puppet Sovereign barked back. “Or would you have preferred this rebellion never happen in the first place and all those worlds still remain under the thumb of the Celestial Court?”

“We’re all still part of the Celestial Court!” Prince Zhou Shan roared. “We merely seek to change its leadership! Or are you not a son of Xian? An aspirant of the Dao like the rest of us?”

“Do you think the Celestial Court is merely rotten at the top? Jian Huangdi has appointed enough sycophants and flatterers to his government without even using his Dao,” the Puppet Sovereign replied. “The Court… must be reformed.”

The prince looked as though he took some issue with that, and for a moment, the two locked gazes, the tension palpable.

“Define reform,” the prince said. “The Court is a founding piece of our heritage. You seek to upend tradition that we have held onto for millions of years.”

“Tradition must make way for innovation and progress,” the Puppet Sovereign said. “Our current woes are exactly because we have clung to the old ways for so long. The cores of our worlds face the slow trickle of the Eldritch corruption, and the common cultivator is left to suffer as the heavens war above them.”

Orodan sharply turned upon hearing the bit about Eldritch corruption. Just like the world core of Alastaia had been suffering too! It wasn’t just a problem faced upon his own world, then?

“A bit ironic for you to be speaking of commoners when you were raised in the lap of luxury and had access to advantages which no commoner could dream of,” the prince replied frostily.

“And your humble upbringing as the discarded son of a concubine has not prevented you from being a lackey for the very Court that pushed you down and currently causes discord,” the Puppet Sovereign spat. “The Celestial Court would not be in so dominant a position if not for your heroics and adventuring in your younger days, Prince.”

Orodan wasn’t a politician, nor did he care for the intrigues and rivalries between factions. But even he could see where the Puppet Sovereign was coming from. Even though the two sides had nominally agreed to cooperate in dealing with the Celestial Emperor, one couldn’t just erase the bad blood between the two that had been festering since the beginning of the current war over the soul nexus.

After all, to Orodan, the victory over the Puppet Sovereign and Devil King Saathmaraz’s attempted explosion of the soul nexus was a rather short event which took under a hundred checkpoint loops. These two had been warring for who knew how many years?

From what Orodan heard from the reading he’d been doing, decisive battles in such wars were rare. And one side often had a vested interest in stalling or forcing the enemy to bleed more casualties than the other. Prior to the battle of yesterday, most engagements took place at range, with constant harassment, handfuls of casualties which were quickly replenished through time and soul cultivators, and small strategic gains.

Yesterday’s battle had been a momentous event and the first time in decades that either force had committed to such decisive battle. And it had been due to the arrival of Orodan himself that the rebel forces had their hand forced.

Either die a slow death as Orodan whittled their forces down with the advantage his presence gave or commit to a battle where there was a chance at permanently eliminating the time looper.

It hadn’t gone their way, though he could see why they made the choice to commit to battle.

Still, the current tension between the leader of the rebels and the prince was palpable. The bad blood between the two couldn’t be so easily resolved.

The Thousand Broom Sovereign interrupted the stare down.

“We cannot afford infighting if we’re to prevail over the tyrant. Put your differences aside and focus on victory first. What comes after… peace or more war, we can handle then.”

“Fine… there is understandably some distrust between us,” Prince Zhou Shan said. “But needs dictate that we focus on the true threat.”

“Then we’re in agreement. Jian Huangdi must be slain. The Celestial Emperor must fall. Something we will ensure through force,” the Thousand Broom Sovereign said.

“The thought of testing my Dao against my father’s does not inspire confidence. Last we sparred a few thousand years ago, he held a noticeable advantage, although I did force him to get serious. That being said, we have the time looper, Orodan Wainwright, on our side,” Prince Zhou Shan said. “Counting him and I, we have two Celestial skill bearers. My father is the only Celestial on the side of the Court. We have the advantage, and as our time looping friend recanted, he made my father feel genuine fear by turning his Celestial skill against the corruption within him.”

“And yet, that Dao of his is still unfathomably mighty. Rumors say he’s on the cusp of going beyond Transcendence,” the Thousand Broom Sovereign said. “I need not say how bad it would be if this war led to him reaching the Embodiment-level.”

“A ridiculous thing to fear. Nobody in our galaxy has reached Embodiment,” Prince Zhou Shan said.

“Only because there is a tacit and unspoken agreement not to commit to a true war,” the Puppet Sovereign said. “The Conclave, the Hells, the Hegemony, the Unity, and even us in the Court. We all fear war, for it would provide the catalyst for those closest to Embodiment to reach it. If anything, once your nature becomes more widely known, you too will face some heavy scrutiny and attempts to put checks on your power, time looper.”

The last bit was said as the man looked at him.

“Perhaps Jian Huangdi reaches Embodiment, perhaps he does not. The same risk is present when considering the Unity’s mightiest machine, the Lord of Night and the Overking of the Hells, all three of whom are near or peak-Transcendents. Either way, we need only survive until the Grand Tribulation of the System descends to swoop him away. Then, we will have time to flee,” the Thousand Broom Sovereign said. “Though I do not relish the thought of running from my home like a whipped dog.”

“Embodiment?” Orodan asked. “And what’s this Grand Tribulation?”

“Ah, that’s right, you come from a lower world and have yet to reach Transcendence yourself,” the prince said. “Simply put, Transcendence itself has a peak at level 150 of a skill. Even I, prodigious as I am, still struggle to push my Dao of the Axe beyond 147. My father, from the rumors at least, is sitting at 150 and poised to go past even that. A level known as Embodiment.”

“Surely, given how long the universe has been around for, there should be many people at this Embodiment-level?” Orodan asked.

“To an extent. However, this is where the System’s Grand Tribulation comes in. Other factions call it the Grand Judgement, the Gaze of the Maker, and so on,” the prince explained. “Regardless of what it’s called, we know that the System descends unto someone within an hour of their rise to the Embodiment-level. And even though we know not what occurs, those who survive the trial return with power beyond any this galaxy has ever known, albeit, with a string attached.”

“Strings?”

“Other Embodiers… but mainly the Administrators. Anyone who reaches the Embodiment-level is under close scrutiny by them. That’s a part of why you don’t see Embodiers running around publicly. Not within the galaxies themselves, at least. I know of one who acts publicly and that dwarf has colonized a black hole, but he’s the exception,” the prince said.

“Having other Embodiers and the overseers of the System itself breathing down your neck makes them cautious,” the prince went on. “Many simply aren’t seen dwelling within civilized spaces, and instead prefer to seclude themselves in the isolated places between galaxies. Of course, when one is corrupted by the Eldritch like my father is… there are stories of great devastation when an Embodier passes the Grand Tribulation and returns to exact vengeance. And he bears a Celestial skill, making him a grave threat even by their standards.”

“How strong can an Embodier be? I haven’t met one, but if they’re a step above even the Celestial Emperor, then I think I stand a chance,” Orodan said.

“No. You would not. To put it into perspective, you struggled against Devil King Saathmaraz, did you not?” the prince asked and Orodan nodded. “That Devil King’s highest skill level is rumored to be in the mid-140s. Mine is 147, and I comfortably hold an advantage over it, even when it’s at peak power and inhabiting another Transcendent as is its specialty. And the Celestial Emperor has an advantage over even me. Given all this, know that even the weakest of Embodiers are on par with the Celestial Emperor, while the stronger ones… they’re walking calamities who can destroy star systems as an afterthought.”

Frightening, or so a reasonable person should’ve felt. All Orodan could feel, was excitement.

“This is a moot discussion anyhow. There are no Embodiers in our galaxy, and the few that have been rumored to arise from ours have never returned for fear of the Administrators or others of their ilk taking notice of their actions,” the Puppet Sovereign said. “Now let us speak of more immediate matters. Our worlds have mobilized, and we have multiple assault groups ready to move out in a few hours. The Celestial Court is not stupid, they can see what we’re doing and have promptly begun ramping up defensive efforts and sending token forces to border worlds.”

“Why token forces?” Orodan asked. “Should the defense of an entire world not be a priority? And if they intend on losing it, why send forces at all?”

“An effort to buy time until their main army is assembled,” the prince explained. “The Third Army has been the fighting force of the Celestial Court for millions of years. The other armies simply do not compare,” the prince said with no small amount of pride. “With us turning against the emperor, the Court is scrambling to draw combat capable troops and experts from their worlds. We have the advantage in army quality.”

“And we have the soul nexus,” the Thousand Broom Sovereign said. “We can easily replenish casualties while they’ll be struggling and paying a premium in energy cost for every resurrection.”

That was another thing. On his homeworld of Alastaia, chronomancers struggled to go back in time by more than a certain amount, it simply cost too much energy.

However, that was without the control of a soul nexus being factored into the equation.

A soul nexus was essentially the doorway to the afterlife, the final destination. And when one had control of this doorway, then the costs for rewinding time and bringing souls back were dramatically reduced. In fact, oftentimes, chronomancy or time cultivation simply wasn’t necessary, as the soul could just be plucked directly from the nexus upon death and placed back into the body. A feat that required only expertise in the soul arts, far cheaper in terms of energy expenditure.

“Then, the enemy can be barred from resurrecting their fallen?” Orodan asked.

“Not completely, at least if they manage to reach the body or soul of the fallen before it reaches the soul nexus,” the Thousand Broom Sovereign explained. “Once a certain amount of time has passed, their ability to bring back their casualties will become severely expensive. After all, they have none on their side with your capacity to produce power.”

That sounded like quite the advantage. Combat resurrections weren’t something covered in basic training at the county militia. Mainly because the ability to bring back the dead through chronomancy or the soul arts was something relegated to the realm of Grandmasters, and officially, he’d never learned of the existence of those until the time loops began. And while he’d seen combat resurrections and the replenishment of casualties mid-battle while fighting against the Novarrian army, it was still a subject not well documented.

“That aside, the majority of our forces have fully mobilized and are ready to move out. We have two armies altogether, prepared to launch a three-pronged assault and converge upon Xian,” the Puppet Sovereign said.

“You wouldn’t have called this meeting just to tell me that,” Prince Zhou Shan said.

“Correct. What we actually mean to speak of… is utilizing the time looper to our advantage,” the Puppet Sovereign said. “Unless both of our truth-detecting skills have failed us, both the Thousand Broom Sovereign and I are confident that this is your first time having this meeting. Orodan Wainwright, we’d like for you to abuse your power to time loop and send us information from the future about how the upcoming campaign will go.”

Orodan nodded, and Zaessythra fluttered up from his shoulder.

“Since you plan to launch a three-pronged assault, I take it you intend for Orodan to try taking all three paths and relaying the information to you?” she asked, assuming the role of his tactical advisor.

The two rebel army leaders nodded.

“There are three armies altogether. The first, is the army of Prince Zhou Shan, a force of ten thousand veterans who are reliable and battle-tested. Led by him, a Celestial skill bearer, they’re sure to succeed in whatever assault they commit to,” the Puppet Sovereign said as he laid three sheafs of paper out on the table. “The second army is ours. With the bull demons gone, we have just over twenty-five thousand troops of excellent quality.”

“Excellent quality, but not veterans,” she remarked, and though hesitant, the rebel leaders nodded. “And without the bull demons to soak up the brunt of an enemy attack, less effective than you’d prefer.”

“Our cultivators and commanders are brave and zealous,” the Thousand Broom Sovereign said. “But they aren’t battle-tested to the same degree that the Third Army is. The troops have perhaps two campaigns under their belts prior to this. Of course… if you’d be amenable to using the bull dem⁠—”

“No. They’re prisoners and shall be kept as such,” Orodan swiftly interjected. “Give them a weapon and offer them a fair fight to the death, or free them. Intimidating them into serving as meat shields is just dishonorable.”

“Understood, we will not go against your wishes on the matter,” the man replied.

Concerns about troop quality, experience, and morale were something Orodan could understand well enough.

And if the second assault force was a bit concerning in terms of quality, then the third was a joke. Something Zaessythra made her thoughts clear about.

“These are conscripts and non-combatants…” she said in a low tone. “Is the situation that desperate that you need them fighting?”

“You mistake me, accursed tome, these men and women willingly rose to the call for freedom,” the Puppet Sovereign replied, sounding defensive.

“How much freedom do mere Masters and Grandmasters have when their Transcendent Sovereign gives them an order?” she asked sharply. “Most of these people will die in the first minute of battle against even a middling force. A waste of life.”

“You judge without being in our position. Time looper, have your advisor watch her words, please.”

“I’m inclined to agree with her,” Orodan said. “Why have them fight at all if they’ll do nothing but die? Admittedly, you can resurrect them easily with the soul nexus under your control, but if the enemy fields any troops capable of assaulting the mind or the soul, a simple resurrection without chronomancy won’t be enough.”

“Then, what do you propose?” the Puppet Sovereign asked. And Orodan was at least pleased that the man hadn’t withdrawn or become obstinate on the topic.

“How about… I launch that assault myself?” Orodan asked.

“You can’t be⁠—”

“Fine. I would normally call the very thought a flight of lunacy, yet you’ve shown just what you’re capable of against an enemy army by your lonesome,” the Puppet Sovereign said. “And you’re the time looper. Be aware, however, that conquering a world involves more than just delving past the world gates and dominating the core. A world that is aware of the invasion and one whose denizens are fully committed to resisting is a different matter than your own homeworld where you took over a wild core.”

“I’ll heed the warning,” Orodan said. “Besides, we can still use your third assault force for the sake of holding ground and maintaining control once we’ve prevailed in battle. A peacekeeping force, of sorts.”

“Good. Now then, let us hash out the remaining details. In particular, if you could try and glean information on these key individuals and locations…”

The discussion went on for another hour-and-a-half. And Orodan was given a full briefing of the invasion plan.

For starters, it wasn’t a conquest with the intent to hold ground or subvert entire worlds and their populations. Both the rebels and Prince Zhou Shan and his Third Army were natives of the Ascendent Sword Cluster and wanted what was best for its people. Marching into a world to burn it to the ground was unacceptable and would only cement them as enemies to the populace.

Something quite undesirable when the Celestial Court and the people of the Ascendent Sword Cluster still had external enemies and rivals, such as the Hells and the Hegemony. Even if an unhappy populace couldn’t do much to physically threaten their Transcendent and Godly rulers, the lower productivity and constant need to quell uprisings would detract from the overall strength of the ruling government.

After all, if a foreign faction wanted to test their might, every bit of a populace’s loyalty counted.

Still, even if it wasn’t a campaign of conquest, it was one of liberation. And the invasion path had been selected for a reason.

“Can’t I just overpower the space-lock formation upon Xian and allow you to teleport your forces onto the planet?” Orodan asked, and it was Zaessythra who interjected.

“I’ve felt the power of the space-lock formation upon Xian. And while you certainly could manage the feat, I’m not sure if the tens of thousands of killed civilians would appreciate the collateral damage caused,” she explained.

“Your advisor is right. Not only would shattering the space-lock formation on an entire world cause some heavy casualties among the people, but it would also leave our army deep within the enemy’s base of power with little hope of support,” the prince added. “Your future time looping self might find that it works, in which case we may attempt it then. But given that this is your first try, I ask that you respect the lives of our soldiers.”

Fair enough.

The assault route consisted of each force taking over the world cores of at least three planets before they finally reconvened to launch an assault upon Xian itself. The route was necessitated by the fact that Xian’s space-lock formation was powered not just by the world core of Xian, but also through a small tribute of world energy from these nearby worlds.

These nearby worlds also had teleporter networks connecting to Xian, and securing the rear was important to prevent any rogue or harassing forces from assailing them from behind while the siege of Xian was underway.

Finally, the real reason they were taking this route… was because of the planetary leadership of these worlds adjacent to Xian.

The Thousand Broom Sovereign held up an intricate looking device.

“This heavenly treasure, created by some of our brightest minds working together, is capable of detecting the presence of Daos or magics which influence the mind,” the man said. “Every company of troops has been outfitted with one such treasure, and we intend to scour the leadership of each world with them. At which point, they’ll be rounded up and held captive until you can get to them for cleansing.”

“Not you?” Orodan asked. “You cultivate the Dao of Cleaning, no?”

“My Dao is of Mythical rarity, not Celestial like yours is,” the man explained. “Against the Celestial Emperor’s Dao of Domination and Supremacy, I fear I’m not a match. You, however, stand a good chance. And from what everyone tells me… you can even purge the Eldritch… something I’ve never heard of before in my long life.”

“I’ve cleaned mind magics before, but I have yet to clean anyone’s mind of the effects of a Celestial skill,” Orodan warned.

“That’s fine. You have a time loop and plenty of test subjects to train against,” the Puppet Sovereign said.

The discussion resumed. The three-pronged assault was expected to face little to no resistance on the initial set of worlds. After that, defense forces would begin mobilizing to meet them, with a near-guarantee that the enemy army would muster by that point.

They spoke some more on strategy, what Orodan should keep an eye out for to report when coming back in time, and the make-up of the troops in each assaulting army.

“Then, our meeting is concluded,” the Puppet Sovereign said.

“Yes. We move out in an hour,” the prince declared, and the two leaders of the rebel army then left the war tent, leaving only Orodan, Zaessythra, and Zhou Shan within.

“Your position seems like it would give me a headache,” Orodan admitted. “I much prefer to be out on the front lines swinging a sword or tackling an impossible problem through brute force.”

“And you’re probably better off for it too,” the prince replied. “I sometimes ask myself if it was worth it, fighting so hard to rise above my station, being forced to slay my own brothers and sisters in a sick game to claim my birthright, all to honor my mother.”

Orodan raised an eyebrow.

“Ah, forgive me, I don’t mean to ramble and throw my problems onto you.”

“No, not that,” Orodan clarified. “Your station, what do you mean? You’re the prince, no?”

At that, Zhou Shan could only let out a weary chuckle.

“I suppose I am now, but wasn’t always,” the man said.

“The Celestial Emperor isn’t your father?”

“He is. But unfortunately, I was an illegitimate bastard. My mother was one of Jian Huangdi’s many concubines,” Zhou Shan explained. “Unlike the emperor’s legitimate children, sired of wives from noble families and good pedigree, my mother was a mere serving girl in the palace. A flight of fancy, or cruelty… I do not know, for my mother never spoke of it.”

“You had a rough upbringing then… my condolences, but I suppose it’s made you stronger in a way,” Orodan said.

“Coming from anyone else, that might rankle me, but you’ve had a rough life too, haven’t you?” Zhou Shan asked.

“I can’t say I’ve known the pain of having to fight and kill my own siblings,” Orodan remarked. “Then again, I had no siblings that I know of, and never knew my mother and father, they died when I was but a babe. Life in Ogdenborough as a street rat was a fight; one which taught me a lot.”

“Hah… here I am spilling my woes when fate has treated you even more harshly,” the prince said. “I grew up a farm boy, and then joined the imperial army, but at least we had food on our table growing up.”

Orodan nodded and decided not to mention the fact that he’d often had to rummage through discarded refuse for stale bread and jerky. In comparison, being a farm boy didn’t sound too bad.

“You mentioned having to slay your siblings… are there any more left?” Orodan asked.

“No. I slew them all in an event quite famously known as the War of the Heirs. I obtained my Celestial skill during the fighting and was declared prince and heir to the Celestial Court at the end of it all. My father is… a cruel man. When I was but ten thousand years old and on the verge of achieving Transcendence, he forced us all into battle.”

“Sickening…” Zaessythra muttered.

“Perhaps so, my lady, but in his eyes, he was merely resolving the dispute around succession. After all, at least two of my siblings were intent on having me assassinated otherwise,” the prince said.

“For what? You were just a farm boy who joined the imperial army,” Orodan said. “What threat could you be to their rule?”

“Someone who was proving a little too competent at his military career. Soaring through the ranks, achieving Transcendence by the age of ten thousand? And of course… becoming universally loved among the most decorated army of the Celestial Court,” Zhou Shan said.

Orodan couldn’t relate to having people try and outright assassinate him. In some regards, life as a street rat seemed a lot simpler than whatever the prince had to go through. The worst he’d experienced was having a noble boy he beat during basic militia training get a preferential transfer to Trumbetton right out the gate while he was forced to remain in Ogdenborough. He’d always felt that had been subtle retribution for daring to win.

“I suppose being too good can come with its downsides,” Orodan agreed.

“Indeed. The eldest of my former siblings was the chief minister of the Celestial Court, and he couldn’t stand the fact that he cajoled around politicking and playing a dance while I fought our enemies and basked in glory. He and the second-eldest conspired to have me killed multiple times. All unsuccessful, thankfully.”

“Yet, you’ve made it past all your challenges thus far,” Orodan said. “Your skills and determination proved more than equal to what life threw at you.”

“In some cases, yes. In others, brave and trusted friends helped me,” Zhou Shan said while looking intently at Orodan. “I’ve been meaning to ask for a while, Orodan Wainwright… but I’ve heard rumors that a precious friend of mine came with you into Xian. He goes by the name of⁠—”

“Akelrim? Ah, I mean… er… Qing… Luo? I’m told he ‘transmigrated’ to our world and was thrown out of the cycle of reincarnation upon death,” Orodan explained.

“He lives! This is—this is excellent news! Of course… the Court has him in their clutches upon Xian.”

“He seemed healthy when I left,” Orodan explained. “Which isn’t saying much considering I was thrown through space upon departure.”

“At the very least, they haven’t harmed him yet… and if they do, with the soul nexus in our hands, we can bring him back,” Zhou Shan said. “I must seem pitiful for it, but Qing Luo was like a brother to me. Many times, he saved my life throughout our military careers, even as he died doing so a few years ago.”

“Worry not, I’ll pull him back from death or mind washing myself if needed,” Orodan replied. “Speaking of, the Jian family, are they all under the effects of the emperor’s Dao?”

“They should be, but the Dao can have varying levels of control upon people, depending on the individual,” the prince explained. “Why?”

“Jian Yixia, she seemed to retain enough free will to provide me important information. Surely not everyone in the Celestial Court is under your father’s sway?”

“It’s a possibility, but better we be safe than sorry by cleansing everyone affected.”

Orodan agreed, but the thought that individuals could possess differing levels of resistance to the emperor’s Dao was an encouraging thought, as it meant his job of cleaning their minds and souls would be far easier.

“I had a question though,” Orodan said. “Do you know the identities of any of these Administrators?”

“Their identities? I’m afraid not even the Celestial Emperor knows who they are.”

“Perhaps they have titles then?” Orodan asked.

He wasn’t about to again suggest that the first cultivator he venerated might well be one of the Administrators after Orodan’s head. Not when the prince had gotten so defensive and unbelieving of it last time.

“None that I know of. You must understand, the descent of an Administrator is a momentous thing. The last such visit to our galaxy was seventeen years ago, and this was after a five million year stretch where they never visited,” Zhou Shan said. “Is everything alright, my friend? You look deep in thought.”

Seventeen years ago… there was no way it was a coincidence. He’d told only Zaessythra of the totality of all he knew, and a look at her and the sudden quieting of her usual fluttering told him that she too had the same thoughts.

There was no way it was a coincidence.

Seventeen years ago, Orodan Wainwright was born. Seventeen years ago, the ‘Divine Tower’ of Alastaia pulsed, and now he’d just learned that an Administrator had descended upon their galaxy around that time as well.

“Nothing, it’s nothing,” Orodan said, keeping it to himself. “We should make way for the army, battle soon approaches.”

Some things he just didn’t want to throw onto others. Not since he’d acknowledged Zaessythra’s valid criticism that he was a little too reckless. And because the knowledge that something very powerful in the System had chosen him might make people act unwise. Only Zaessythra had been told of it all, and she had become suspiciously still upon hearing the prince’s revelation as well.

“I concur, I shall see you at muster, Orodan Wainwright.”

After Zhou Shan left, it was only Orodan and Zaessythra’s fluttering form within the tent. Yet even she seemed rather subdued compared to normal.

“It’s no longer a mere coincidence,” she said, and he simply nodded, his eyes closed. “Something chose you for this time loop. But why?”

“That’s the question, isn’t it? If I had the answer, perhaps I’d know what to work toward. I originally came here to get answers about the Eldritch and take revenge on the Hegemony for what they did to you,” Orodan said and then held a hand out to stop Zaessythra’s protest. “No, do not expect me to stop. They’re responsible for your state as a book-bound soul in the first place, and they slew you in the last loop. As it stands, all I’ve been doing so far is fighting and making progressively stronger enemies.”

“And learning, from excellent teachers might I add,” she said as she energetically fluttered about his head, causing him to smile. “Don’t tell me you’re now having an epiphany and no longer want to fight forever?”

“What? Hells no! I’ll fight for eternity, I love it too much to do anything else,” Orodan replied. “That being said… what was I selected for? For now, all I can do is grow in power as I time loop, and maybe I’ll find out that what eventually.”

“While hopefully avoiding your permanent death at the hands of that—that freak,” she said; the shakiness in her tone didn’t escape Orodan.

“I don’t know what it is, but I’ve never seen or felt anything like it before,” Orodan said.

And privately, he wasn’t sure if he’d be its match when the time came either.

“It just felt… wrong. Wrong beyond anything I’ve ever sensed,” Zaessythra said. “I’ve never felt such instinctual terror before. Can’t we just… retire? Perhaps seek out some of those other Administrators that letter mentioned?”

“And hide forever?”

“Why not? We cannot all be like you, Orodan,” she said. “Do you think I want to feel that sort of dread terror?”

“No, and it would be unfair of me to expect it of you,” he said. “Before the month is up… I can drop you off somewhere if you’d prefer.”

“Or you come with me and we stop engaging in this stupid farce of yours,” she said, a rare sort of heat in her voice. “Why do you insist on this suicidal course of action? Do you have no regard for your own life?”

“You’ve known me for a bit now,” Orodan said. “Do you really think I’d be happy with running? I marched to my death on my first life.”

“And what of me? Am I meant to just flutter about, pages flipping in the wind as you go ahead and throw your life away?” she said. “I assume you still intend on getting me my body back, or have you forgotten your promises? Can’t keep those if you’re permanently dead.”

A little entitled, wasn’t she? Still, he’d accept it given how much she’d done for him.

“I’ll find a way, even if I die,” Orodan declared.

“No, you won’t, you idiot. Because you’ll be dead—dead.”

“Don’t you know me? I’ll find some way to tell death that it can’t have me either,” Orodan jested. Though by the sound of it, she was not amused. “You seem a lot angrier than normal, is everything okay?”

“I’m angry because I don’t want to die, like any reasonable being should,” she said. “Unfortunately, the one idiot I’m bound to seems to have a death wish that he’s going to drag me into.”

“You’re not bound to me, Zaessythra,” Orodan said. “You can leave at any time if you want. I won’t keep you by force.”

“Foolish boy,” she spat. “Have you considered in that thick head of yours, that perhaps I might have a vested interest in the fate of the one who helped heal my soul and drag me along on an adventure spanning many worlds?”

At that, Orodan could say nothing.

It was no secret that he cared for Zaessythra. To know that she also cared for him despite her rough exterior… it should’ve made anyone else feel warm inside. Yet, all Orodan could feel was a sense of dread as he put the feeling of warmth together with the fact that an ancient, corrupted Administrator was coming for him.

He’d grown up a street rat, looking out for only himself. Each day was a fight to live, not for anyone else, but just for him.

To add someone else to that equation, it was messy, and he wasn’t sure how to feel about it.

The part of him that craved battle protested this, he demanded a glorious death against impossible odds! He was made for war, for fighting. And the side of him that had come to care for this annoying book of his protested this.

“I’ll keep my promise to you. No matter how many loops it takes,” Orodan defended.

“And if you die?”

“I’ll wake up in Ogdenborough and do it over and over again.”

“And what if… that abomination succeeds? If it drags you outside of System space? What happens when you die permanently?”

“Then… I’ll defy death itself. I refuse to die while I still have more work to do,” Orodan declared.

“You’re truly mad, Orodan,” she muttered. “Do as you will. I won’t think about this matter any longer.”

She simply fluttered away and left Orodan alone inside the grand war tent.

At the end of the day, no matter who he grew to care for… was he not always alone in the end?

The letter from last night had promptly self-destructed after he’d read it, but Orodan wasn’t incompetent, and his memory was quite good.

Yes, there were a ridiculous number of spells upon the parchment, but Vision of Purity had a knack for sifting through the unimportant details and seeing what he really needed to. And the two things which stood out to him were that much of the letter was powered by world energy, which meant he was looking for a World Ruler or someone connected to one. And most importantly… there was the same energy he, Zhou Shan, and the Celestial Emperor emanated when using their Celestial skills.

He’d been up all night reading with Zaessythra, and none of the records they’d perused or people they’d asked had a clue. The only inkling had been multiple texts which mentioned that other galaxies had Celestial skill bearers as well.

It hadn’t helped narrow anything down, but Orodan had a good memory, and he would remember the trace of it. Perhaps he might run into it in the future?

In the meanwhile, he could only focus on what was ahead of him in the present. He pulled up his Status to get a good look at the gains he’d made from the fighting upon the battlefield.
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He had grown.

Fighting the Eldritch Avatar in each loop would no longer be a problem, even without his cleaning abilities. And he felt that he could hold his own against the stronger Transcendents and even slay the middling ones.

Still, there were always stronger foes. The Celestial Emperor was one of them, a man so powerful that his Dao had killed Orodan many times despite it not even being the intent. A man on the cusp of the level beyond Transcendence.

And beyond that… the Eldritch-corrupted Administrator coming for him.

The Reject.

A wretched and insane thing which promised a permanent end.
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Orodan felt that familiar but alien feeling from within his soul, as something reached out to alter… something, about him. And, as expected, his eyes caught a brief glimpse, that vision of a figure wielding hammer and orb, crimson eyes peering into his own. No other features were discernible. And though he couldn’t prove it… he was almost certain the vision lasted for just a bit longer this time.

Most worrying were the eyes of his savior as the vision faded.

They carried a look of warning, as though he should be cautious.

[Checkpoint Set]

If his rescue from imminent and permanent death hadn’t proved it, this certainly had. That being, the Administrator of unknown identity, was watching him. Monitoring his progress throughout the loops, and setting appropriate checkpoints where it thought he might best succeed.

It should have worried him deeply. Yet in truth, he didn’t feel any sense of danger from this being. It didn’t seem to have it out for him like the Reject did. It also had a fantastic sense of how he best thrived; given its proclivity for setting checkpoints at the most opportune moments.

Did it have a similar title to that madman? Was it the Accepted? The Orb-Wielder? With that little hammer, perhaps it was the Builder? Orodan could only postulate as to what its title was, but he was dead certain it was an Administrator too.

For now, he could only focus on the battles ahead.

“Sons and daughters of the Ascendent Sword Cluster! We fight for freedom! We fight for the Dao we follow! We fight, for Xian!”

It was at the tail end of Prince Zhou Shan’s rousing speech before the assembled armies that Orodan had the new checkpoint set for him.

As planned, there were three assault forces ready to assault the worlds loyal to the Celestial Court. The army led by Zhou Shan, veterans and of excellent quality. The army led by the rebels who were of greater number and professional, but not as battle-tested. And the third, consisting of thirty thousand…

“Well, calling them rabble isn’t right, but they aren’t soldiers either,” Orodan said.

“Then it’s a good thing you’re doing the fighting for them,” Prince Zhou Shan replied.

True enough.

To the cadence of horns and drums, each army stepped through gigantic portals maintained by multiple teams of space cultivators and formation experts. Zaessythra was inside of Orodan’s spatial ring, content to remain silent since their conversation earlier.

They stepped through the portals to arrive on an allied world. Sprawling temple-cities which extended as far as the eye could see. Teleporting directly into a city was a high-casualty maneuver, and no way would this be done if the target was an enemy world. But this wasn’t the enemy world, not yet. From here, a few more volunteers would arrive, the army would perform some last-minute resupply, and from there, a team of space cultivators were peering through a specialized device to try and survey the surface of the target enemy world.

“My lord, we’ve found a suitable location,” the space cultivator captain said. “No civilians nearby for almost a thousand miles.”

“Good, open a small crack outside the world, ten miles away from the borders of their space-lock formation,” Orodan ordered, and the cultivators did as asked. A tiny crack opened, which led into the void of space above their target.

He focused, eyes blazing with white soul energy as he poured as much power as possible into the most overpowered Spatial Fold he could cast. The space cultivators yelled and gasped as their opening in space rapidly became unstable, however, their fear was unnecessary as Orodan simply took over the rift they’d created through naught but raw Space Mastery.

[Space Mastery 75 → Space Mastery 76]

The unstable crack in space that led to just outside of the enemy world was now stabilized by Orodan’s own soul energy. Unlike the space cultivators, Orodan didn’t have to worry about his power running out. With it in hand, he cast a Spatial Fold through this small crack.

[Spatial Fold 73 → Spatial Fold 74]

His Spatial Fold, trained relentlessly against the space-lock formation of the rebel army, had grown very strong. What would’ve once been a bit of a power struggle as his spell smashed into and wrestled against the space-lock formation of an entire world, was now but a modest exertion.

Space screamed and warped brutally as Orodan’s raw power and improved skill levels were brought to bear. It folded, met some resistance at the borders of the world’s space-lock formation, and then promptly rammed right through, causing a massive explosion of Qi and world energy along the path.

Part of what made breaching an entire world’s space-lock formation so difficult was that it was powered by the world core. No regular being could hope to match the energy capacity of an entire world. Even a smaller world with less power could generate enough output to match the mightiest of Gods and Transcendents.

The booming sound of an alarm rang through the void between stars, the tell-tale cue that the formation had been broken, and on the surface of the world, Orodan’s enhanced eyes could make out a furious amount of activity near the cities and population centers. The defenders were undoubtedly scrambling to respond. Orodan’s Spatial Fold overpowering the space-lock formation over an entire world was an awe-inspiring feat.

The troops around him simply looked on as though he were some freakish anomaly. The space cultivators in particular gazed upon him as though he were a divine being.

“Stare too much and you’ll go blind,” Zaessythra spoke up as she came out of his spatial ring. “Well? Let’s go, Orodan, that world won’t conquer itself.”

“Awfully eager to lay conquest, aren’t you?” Orodan asked.

In response, she only vibrated with what he assumed was manic glee. He’d forgotten for a bit, but she was a World Conqueror and had successfully laid conquest to a planet.

He stepped through the threshold of the Spatial Fold, and it was time to get to work.
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The conquest of the planet was surprisingly easy.

As he’d been told, there was little to no resistance on the very first world he invaded. The local cultivators within the cities and sects put up no resistance whatsoever, and nobody stronger than the Grandmaster-level showed themselves. And those that did, surrendered. A tacit understanding that this was a war between cultivators to facilitate a change of government, and thus the ordinary civilian need not be drawn into the fighting.

The core guardians—robed cultivators with System glyphs upon them like the kind Jian Song wore—had been instructed to surrender, and he quickly dominated the world core and reached within to withdraw a sword with a crown-hilt which he pawned off to Zaessythra.

“You don’t want it?” she asked. “It’s a sword, you like swords!”

“Should I throw you in a dark and musty library because you’re an old book yourself?” Orodan asked.

A smack upon his head was what he got for that one.

“It was a perfectly reasonable question,” she grumbled.

“So was mine. Your violent tendencies aside, I love my basic sword given to me by the county militia in Ogdenborough,” Orodan said. “I don’t want a fancy sword. I’m quite happy with my own. Besides, maybe you can learn to use it and channel world energy.”

“Learn? Boy, I’ve been using world energy far before you were ever born or selected for a time loop,” she haughtily said. Orodan had begun understanding her subtle expressions by now, and it was apparent that the world-sword greatly interested her.

The Sovereign of the newly conquered world was nowhere to be seen, and Orodan suspected whoever it was, they were likely marshalling alongside the main military forces of the Celestial Court.

The planet’s populace fell into line soon after the arrival of his assault group, and violence genuinely hadn’t been needed as the charm cultivators among his assault group’s ranks had convinced the natives that no harm would befall them.

Hells, Orodan had even cleansed their world core of the slight bits of Eldritch corruption it had begun building up.

It was the next planet after that, where problems began to show themselves.

There was no space-lock formation upon the world, and through the spatial rift, Orodan could see a great number of military bases and troop activity upon the surface. This was a world that was actively prepared to defend itself, and even the civilians down in the towns were armed and prepared to resist the invaders.

Furthermore, there were numerous powerful artillery pieces and formations which had been set up across every visible square mile of the surface.

This was looking to be a difficult fight.

Which was when he saw the floating world-sword near Zaessythra charge up with large amounts of power…

…and begin siphoning the world energy from the enemy world.

“What the… you can do that?” Orodan asked.

“You have yet to understand what that crown of yours can do,” Zaessythra said. “With enough finesse, many things are possible. Ah… World-Queen yet again, how wonderful!”

Orodan wondered just what manner of monster he’d unleashed. Of course, he didn’t have time to dwell on it given that a horde of cultivators was approaching in a mad rush for their position. A counter-charge toward the planet they’d just conquered.

“Zaessythra, would I be presuming too much if I ask whether you’re capable of defending yourself while you do that?”

“You would. This work of siphoning their world energy is quite tiring, and the inner core of my soul trembles painfully if I push too hard.”

Orodan simply rolled his eyes and got to work.

Ranks of cultivators fell as he gave them a beating. Units of enemy Grandmasters on flying dragons rushed the rift in space, and he sent them and their dragons back, bruised, battered, and bloody. He didn’t need to draw his sword for such weak foes.

The enemy hadn’t bothered to send true warriors, so neither would he bother to treat them like it.

“R-retreat! Retreat!”

“He’s stronger than a thousand body cultivators!”

“That shield is unbreakable!”

Orodan fought, and he defended Zaessythra’s position as she continued siphoning world energy. Projectiles were rendered ineffective through Shield Intent, and the enemy was dissuaded from hitting too hard, as Warrior’s Reciprocity was an ever-present threat.

Enemy artillery and war machines pounded away, but they destroyed themselves by daring strike the ethereal projection of his Shield Intent.

It was an ingenious strategy, he had to admit. Why bother with a direct assault of the surface when they could force the enemy to come to them? It was a plan that avoided civilian casualties and forced the enemy to march to their tune.

Things were going well.

Within an hour, enemy artillery and defensive formations began to lose power as Zaessythra used her world-sword to siphon from them.

“How are you outright draining the power of an entire world core?” Orodan asked.

“I’m not,” Zaessythra replied.

“Then how?”

“It’s simple, I’m redirecting the flow of world energy from their world core towards our own planet,” she said. “The only reason this is possible is because we’re still on a planet we control. The crack in space you’re maintaining is allowing me to do this. Without it, this gets far more complicated. As it stands, this is akin to rearranging the flow of a river to our advantage.”

“Fascinating… Do they have no counter to this?” Orodan asked.

“They would if the enemy Sovereign bothered to show up and take to the field,” she replied. “We’ve been going for an hour, and I have yet to feel any resistance. I doubt they want to risk the Sovereign in a losing battle. This world was meant to make us bleed for very little cost on their end, and they’re failing in that task.”

Zaessythra was right.

Four hours later, the enemy realized the futility of their actions and simply elected to launch an all-out charge. They suffered nearly total casualties against Orodan, but it was a valiant effort, even if nearly four thousand Masters and Grandmasters were beaten into submission. They weren’t professional soldiers, but non-combatants who’d been conscripted and pressed into service.

Orodan was assured by his own assault force that had been hanging back thus far that they could handle the matter of prisoners. With control of the soul nexus, even if Orodan had killed them, bringing casualties back wasn’t difficult. The only real strain was managing the logistics of multiple prisoners of Master and Grandmaster-level. But they had an army of thirty thousand for a reason, and it was no issue.

Four more hours later, they descended upon the planet’s surface and made way for the world core.

Which was obviously quite heavily trapped, warded, and guarded by some rather suicidal core guardians.

Orodan and his fists pummeled the way through and took custody over the core, electing to throw the regal tiara to Zaessythra yet again.

It wasn’t really his style, and he already had a world crown which allowed him to access the unique functions of a World Ruler.

Two days of fighting later, the planet had finally been pacified, and Orodan had to re-evaluate how ruthless Zaessythra could be. Pockets of the populace that surrendered were given bountiful amounts of world energy. Their lands thrived, the flora and fauna boomed, and life was incredibly good for these people.

Those that didn’t, had the world energy flows to their lands cut off entirely. Crops, trees and wildlife withered and became diseased overnight. It was brutal and ruthless… but it worked. Alongside the assistance of the thirty thousand-strong force at his command, their charm cultivators managed to persuade the remaining pockets of civilian resistance to surrender. They hadn’t needed to kill any non-combatants whatsoever.

Both conquered worlds were also closely examined with the specialist devices and scanned for any traces of mind magics or Daos which subverted the will. No searches turned anything up. The enemy had seemingly pulled all their important assets back.

They were poised to strike against the final world in the path of their assault force, and from there, Xian and the Celestial Court itself.

Things really were going well.

Which was why, when a messenger burst into camp, Orodan wasn’t the least bit surprised. If anything, he’d been waiting for the hammer to drop since this invasion started.

“My lord! The Third Army led by Prince Zhou Shan is under severe attack! The main force of the Celestial Court has concentrated to meet them in battle!”

Of course…

“Efficient, but predictable,” Zaessythra said. “Concentrating force to take out the elite segment of our forces is a standard tactic, but one that works.”

The Celestial Emperor was superior to Zhou Shan in a one-on-one, and the numbers arrayed against them were heavy. A losing battle, from where the emperor could strike and re-capture the soul nexus as well.

Orodan got to his feet.

It was time to reverse the course of this campaign.

It was time to face down the Celestial Emperor once more and finish what he started.


Chapter 11
Campaign For the Cluster II


“By yourself?” Zaessythra asked. “Do you think that wise?”

“I’m not implying you’re useless, especially with those two shiny new trinkets of yours,” Orodan replied. “But when our enemies throw around attacks capable of destroying planets and perhaps more, I’ll have a difficult time protecting you and fighting at the same time.”

“Hmmph… have it your way,” she said. “Just don’t die.”

“Poor choice of words to take with me, isn’t it?” he remarked with a smirk, earning him a smack upon the head.

“You know what I meant.”

He did. She was worried about the potential for his permanent end, particularly if the Administrator got a hold of him. But it was still supposedly a while away from reaching.

Still, there was no backpedaling now. His allies were under attack, and his aid would be crucial if Prince Zhou Shan was to survive. The conscripted assault force he’d been put in charge of weren’t worth much in even an easy fight, so dragging them to their deaths against the full force of the enemy would be worthless.

“Where are they located specifically?” Orodan asked the captain of the space cultivators.

“The battle rages on the world of Xuejin, my lord,” the captain replied. “The enemy have erected some kind of powerful space-interference formation. Quite expensive to set up, but it prevents us from scrying closely or seeing anything.”

“What’s the closest distance you can open a spatial rift?”

“Ten thousand miles from the planet,” the captain answered.

That would do. In fact, Orodan would have to spend some time learning the Spatial Rift skill these cultivators were capable of using. Teleportation only brought him places he had been to or could sense through Space Mastery. Spatial Fold, despite his incredible increases in power, still had range limits. And at most, Orodan felt he could jump from one star system to a nearby one at maximal power, without channelling enough power to destroy his body.

A ludicrous feat, one that would make any spatiomancer or space cultivator quake in awe. Spatial Fold was meant for local use within combat, short distances, meant to divert enemy attacks, cover ground in swift maneuvers, and so forth. What it wasn’t meant to do, was fold space all the way to another star system.

Yet, Orodan’s growing needs made even this seem a bit lackluster nowadays.

The space cultivators he’d met were capable of working together in a formation to ‘scry’ space and jump halfway across a cluster if needed. Useful.

“Alright, open up the spatial rift, I’ll step through,” Orodan ordered. “Remain here and hold the planet to the best of your ability. If any enemy armies show up, don’t bother wasting your lives, just evacuate and fall back to a position of strength.”

The space cultivator captain nodded, and the men and women got to work in conjuring a small crack in space which led to the planet of Xuejin. It was much farther away from the embattled world than the cracks they’d opened during their initial assaults, yet even from this great distance, Orodan could see the signs and evidence of battle.

Great shockwaves of Qi and soul energy erupted throughout the void between stars and the surface of the planet looked badly ravaged, with massive storms of fire, ice, wind, and lightning exploding all around. Combat at the Transcendent-level was devastating, and when he’d fought Devil King Gutriyaz upon the moon, the damage had outright destroyed it.

Frankly, it was more surprising that Xuejin still appeared intact.

As the space cultivator captain said, not only did the enemy have a space-lock formation in place, but also a rarer and costlier space-interference formation. It was more energy intensive, though covered a larger area and made spatiomancy quite difficult to work, as the formation continually scattered and caused ripples in space on multiple dimensional layers. It made spatiomancy targeting a difficult task.

Orodan’s first Spatial Fold was shot in, but diverted off-course by a distance of three thousand miles. A devious formation, almost specifically designed to counter brute-force attacks like his. They had planned around him specifically, of course.

His second cast of the spell had better results, as he threw even more power into it, but still off by a thousand miles. Finally, his eyes blazed white, and he poured in as much power as he could while remaining whole of body. The space almost wailed as it was mangled by raw might, the rippling waves and shifting currents of the formation were brutalized and scattered, like a meteor mangling the natural waves of the ocean.

[Spatial Fold 74 → Spatial Fold 75]

And with a singular footfall, Orodan Wainwright stepped into a battlefield of chaos.

Pure horror, failure, weakness. Inevitable and permanent death. These were the thoughts which assaulted his mind, as though a million voices were demanding he accept their proclamations.

It took but a moment for Orodan to realize this was a mental attack, and one more to identify the ten thousand-strong corps of Mind cultivators that launched the assault upon his arrival. Most of whom were now on the ground, groaning, bleeding from their orifices as Warrior’s Reciprocity made them pay.

The Celestial Emperor’s insidious Dao was deadlier, and these Mind cultivators, even ten thousand at once, didn’t compare. However, the enemy knew that. After all, they were but a distraction.

Space began to warp in a bubble around him, and at the same time, a gigantic glowing device in the distance began to hum, and Orodan felt time itself slow for him even as his enemies remained at the same speed.

An assault of the mind, a cage of space and time, and who knew what else?

The cavalcade of assaults would’ve severely throttled the old Orodan. The one that hadn’t yet faced the battle for the soul nexus.

Now, however?

[War Cry 39 → War Cry 40]

A roar tore free from his lips, frightening some of the nearby enemy soldiers whose hearts weren’t as steeled. And immediately, multiple Spatial Folds smashed outward, obliterating the bubble attempting to form around him. Simultaneously, his Time Mastery showed its use as he countered the enemy attempt at freezing him through chronomancy.

They’d tried to slow time, but Orodan simply grabbed onto the currents and forced them to move at normal speed.

[Time Mastery 65 → Time Mastery 66]

Again, the enemy were proving smarter than expected. They’d either received reports of or had some method of seeing the battle he’d fought against the rebels for the soul nexus; for they were ready to counter his abilities. The chronomancy they were attempting wasn’t powered by one individual, or even a collective. Instead, it was the glowing device in the distance, many miles away and guarded heavily, that fueled it. They knew of his power generation capacity and decided that attempting a competition head-to-head with their troops was a waste.

“Welcome, time looper,” a voice called out. “Do you like our personalized greeting? The space-interference formation guided you into landing exactly where we wanted through your constant corrections of your aim.”

Robes bearing the glyphs of the System, a familiar double-edged sword in hand, and a voice bearing arrogance, although Orodan wasn’t sure how much of it was the man’s own.

“Jian Song, I’m surprised you came at all,” Orodan said. “You’re normally quite the coward.”

“You call it cowardice, I call it tactical thinking,” the cultivator replied. “And given what trouble your big mouth has landed you in, perhaps you could use some of it yourself.”

“Too late for that advice now,” Orodan said. “Does the emperor’s Dao control you like a puppet as well? Where are your siblings? Are Jian Yixia and Jian Ren under its effects too?”

Jian Song snarled and his face reddened.

“Compare me not with the short-sighted. Our eldest brother would not harm his siblings, he yet retains enough of himself to not stoop so low,” Jian Song said.

“Then you knowingly fall in line with his tyranny,” Orodan replied. “You know that he’s corrupted by the Eldritch, why side with Jian Huangdi?”

“Because he will lead us to freedom! To greater heights than any before us have ever reached!” the cultivator passionately argued.

“And he’s the thrall of something wicked, guiding his actions,” Orodan said. “But enough of this mincing of words. Fight me.”

Around them, the ranks of cultivators were oddly inactive. They’d particularly stopped once he displayed his ability to thwart their attempts at space warping and chronomancy.

“Fight you? But that would risk killing you,” Jian Song said. “And we can’t have that when it comes to a time looper now, can we?”

Orodan’s eyes narrowed.

“You’re stalling for time.”

“You catch on quickly!” Jian Song exclaimed mockingly. “Let’s see if your ability to kill matches your tenacious survivability.”

The enemy cultivators weren’t attacking, rather, they had zealous looks upon their faces as though they would give their lives and very souls to stop him. The foes nearest to him weren’t ranks of sword or spear cultivators, no, they were massed ranks of shield cultivators wearing heavy armor and projecting combined shield lights in front of them.

This would be annoying.

Orodan was confident in his ability to bully a singular shield cultivator. His own Shield Intent was monstrously powerful due to being empowered by his soul. Many of these shield cultivators used Qi, and those that did use soul energy to fuel their shield light weren’t on Orodan’s level of the soul arts.

What they did have, was a dogged insistence on standing their ground and dying. And when a unit of one thousand Grandmaster-level shield cultivators massed their shield light together… it was a powerful thing.

Running footsteps carried him before their massed defense, and All-Strikes began lashing out.

Each cultivator that was the target of a full power blow died… but not quickly enough.

As soon as one fell, another took their place. And while an All-Strike would normally kill dozens of Grandmasters at his current level, with the enemy’s shield formation and massed Shield Intent, it only killed a handful at a time at most.

Time enough for the massed ranks of enemy soul and time cultivators in the back ranks to begin resurrecting them.

And throughout it all, Jian Song wasn’t inactive. He periodically shot out beams of sword light while hiding behind the massed ranks of cultivators. These beams weren’t meant to kill him, but to distract, hamper, and weaken his offense. Sometimes an All-Strike would be intercepted by one of these beams, and other times, his leg or an arm would have a hole blasted through as he struck, reducing the power of his attack.

And as his attacks were hampered and the slain enemy troops brought back, the enemy space cultivators continued attempting to form spatial bubbles around him. These weren’t threatening in and of themselves, although Orodan had no doubt that if successful they’d send him out far away. Instead, their real effect was the fact that he had to keep four clones on Spatial Fold duty at all times to continually shatter the bubbles they were attempting to create. This doubtlessly detracted from his current offense.

Thirty minutes of battle passed, and at the very least, Sword Mastery had gained a level from smashing against such stiff defenses. Still, time was wasting, and his allies were more than likely dying. He simply couldn’t enjoy the thrill of a good battle for days or weeks while knowing Zhou Shan and the Third Army might be dying as he fought.

Until he could reunite with the prince and his army, Orodan decided that playing dirty was acceptable. Even if it irked him…

…even if Zaessythra would be insufferably proud of him for it.

“He channels a monstrous attack! Be ready!” Jian Song called out as Orodan’s eyes began blazing with the white light of his soul.

He overflowed with raw power and directed it into something he normally wouldn’t use offensively.

“S-stop him! Space cultivators! Counter that with everything you have! Use the batteries to draw power if you need!” Jian Song roared.

Orodan admitted that his sword-to-sword prowess was probably the weakest part of his arsenal at this time. Defensively? He was solid and could survive some horrific attacks. Yet offensively this wasn’t the case. Something he’d need to rectify in the future, but for now, could sidestep.

Spatial Fold.

It was a skill which compressed space for massive distances and allowed him to casually step through. A power which enabled him with his unique advantages to cross vast gulfs in a single footfall. Yet, the hint of its true potential was that he’d destroyed an entire mountaintop in the spell’s path the very first time he used it.

And just before he let loose, Orodan admitted to himself that his preference for sword and shield melee combat benefitted him, yet also benefitted his enemies as it was a great handicap.

For the truth was, that if he wanted…

…Orodan Wainwright could be a very terrifying mage.

Unlike the enormous distances that the spell normally rose to when he flooded it with power, this time he focused on a different aspect to empower with the endless soul energy.

How strongly space was compressed.

He was reduced to a glowing soul reactor of flesh, barely holding on to the life of his physical form. All his soul energy, his concentration, it went towards folding the space many times, compressing it as tightly as possible.

[Spatial Fold 75 → Spatial Fold 76]

[Space Mastery 76 → Space Mastery 77]

Ranks of shield cultivators were present one moment and pulped into a singularity the next. The distance of folded space wasn’t much, perhaps a half mile, yet the entirety of this area that he’d spatially folded became a vacuum. His enemies ground down to the atom and compressed beyond what was naturally possible. The mass, the sheer compression, it was ludicrous. And Orodan could feel that the tightly packed particles were roiling with energy, on the verge of an explosion.

Hells, his own control over this incredibly dense bit of matter was under incredible strain every second he held it tight. It begged for release, like a boiling pot of water that had been perfectly sealed, yet the walls simply wouldn’t allow any venting.

And he allowed it.

A blinding explosion erupted, one which sent even Orodan flying backwards.

He regained his bearings midair, amid the clouds, to find that the continent he’d been battling upon… was gone.

This world, Xuejin, was far larger than Alastaia, by a factor of four. To completely obliterate one of the largest continents upon it… translated to Alastaia itself…?

His thoughts were quietened at the thought that, he held in his hands the power to destroy a world. All through spatiomancy. And he hadn’t even truly pushed it to the very limit in that singular cast either.

Frankly, for a warrior like him, it felt a bit shameful to know that his ‘magic’ was currently his strongest offense.

A small Spatial Fold brought him down to the ground, and it was a scene of utter devastation. The ground was crystallized from the heat of the explosion, there was no life around… and the very air was on fire. There was practically no atmosphere left in the surroundings from the devastation he’d wrought.

On the ground, only one man remained. Rather injured, yet still alive. It was Jian Song, bereft of his robes and his sword shattered.

The singularity he’d allowed to explode was but a mere after-effect of folding space and focusing purely on the compression aspect as strongly as possible. And with it… he could grievously wound a Transcendent on the caliber of this man.

“And you call the emperor a tyrant…” Jian Song muttered. “Look at what you’ve caused, how many innocents you’ve killed! An entire continent destroyed!”

Orodan gritted his teeth and clenched his fists. Yes, he wouldn’t make any excuses… this was his fault. He hadn’t expected the explosion to be anywhere near this strong, but it was his hand that had dealt this all the same. His offensive capabilities weren’t anywhere near this powerful. Previously, he’d held the belief that he could destroy an entire nation and perhaps a continent the size of Inuan over the gradual course of battle against a strong foe.

It was no lie to say his defensive prowess was far stronger than his offensive bladework.

But this…

…this was the chilling reminder that his power could cause much unintended damage if he wasn’t careful. That the laws of reality had their own designs. As Orodan grew in power, his effects upon the cosmos increased. And with it came responsibility… and blame.

In truth, while he’d studied natural phenomena at Bluefire, he hadn’t been aware that spatial compression of that scale could cause such calamity.

This was his fault, and he would fix it.

His eyes blazed, and the dust and orange-flame filled atmosphere was briefly illuminated white.

“You’re right, I accept responsibility,” Orodan said. “I’ll reverse this.”

And Jian Song could only look on in awe as Orodan began casting an overpowered Time Reversal upon the entire continent. One the size of Alastaia itself.

His eyes glowed with power. He had reversed time to bring back the dead, and he’d reversed it to undo the ignition of the soul nexus. But he’d never rewound the river to bring back an entire continent.

[Time Reversal 70 → Time Reversal 72]

[Time Mastery 66 → Time Mastery 68]

It wasn’t as difficult as he would’ve thought. Not when he’d reversed time for trillions of souls in the soul nexus. But still, reversing the flow for a conveniently gathered vortex of souls was simple, even if the bar for power was incredibly high. Reversing the effects of a gigantic explosion where he had to focus on a continent and all the people, objects, and landscape within…

…was a different matter.

The strain on his body from the soul energy wasn’t the issue, it was the sheer amount of pressure his mind was under as he was forced to account for so many living things and objects.

His eyes bled, and he nearly went insensate, going into his own mind as it was taxed at a level it’d never faced before.

Reforming the moon of his homeworld to its regular state wasn’t too difficult. There were Grandmaster-level monsters, golems, and ruins upon it. A continent with billions of living beings wasn’t the same.

Orodan was so absorbed in his work that he genuinely lost track of time. Not even realizing an entire hour had passed until he was finally done.

Before him, the resurrected enemy cultivators he’d just slain. Minus their energy pools and the corruptive influence of the Dao of Domination and Supremacy upon them which bade them to suicidally hold ground against him.

“You… what are you?” came a weak voice. “A being like you cannot exist… you can’t be human or God… nothing should be able to do that. Nothing!”

Orodan looked Jian Song dead in the eyes.

“I’m Orodan Wainwright… and I’m late to assist my allies. Tell me, where is Prince Zhou Shan?”

“If you think to make me talk, you’re mistaken,” Jian Song answered. “I’ll gladly die if it means I get to delay you and assist the emperor.”

“Your resolve is admirable, but your soldiers are standing right here,” Orodan said. “I don’t doubt one of them will be eager to speak now that any foul Daos affecting their minds are taken care of.”

Jian Song sharply turned around, his glare promising death to any who spoke up, yet Orodan swiftly marched up behind him, and a swift but powerful punch to the head knocked the Sword Transcendent down. A follow-up usage of Domain of Perfect Cleaning sent him into unconsciousness.

His knuckles cracked.

“Now then, who wants to talk?”

[Intimidation 16 → Intimidation 20]
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The continent Orodan had landed upon was a designated trap, but not one truly meant to subdue him. More so to delay him. In hindsight, while annoying and more than a little toilsome, the enemy’s usage of space and time cultivators alongside a staunch line of shields wasn’t a bad idea.

Either that, or they were expecting a different Orodan than the one who’d come out of the battle for the soul nexus. After all, none of them truly knew about the checkpoint system he had access to. For them, perhaps this was just the same loop, and his inexplicable rise in strength caught them off guard too.

His potential destructive power with spatiomancy had caught even Orodan off guard. It stood to reason then that his foes were doubly surprised.

Unsurprisingly, the enemy cultivators had happily spoken up. Many were grateful to be free of Jian Huangdi’s Dao, although some were confused and more than a little apprehensive about the future. These few were counselled by their comrades and assured that the future would hold better tidings now that their minds were their own.

They informed him that Prince Zhou Shan was on the nearby continent, defending against an ambush from the Celestial Emperor. That much Orodan had known already, and now the location was known to him, and he wouldn’t have to scramble about using Vision of Purity to narrow it down.

The resurrected enemy soldiers had been told to go take a hike, which again, they were happy to do, since the Dao of Domination and Supremacy was no longer controlling their minds. And as they left, a Spatial Fold was cast into the air in the direction he’d been told of.

With a single step, he crossed through space to approximately where the battle was occurring. Not too difficult to find once he’d been told where it was; especially when the collateral destruction in one part of the planet was dramatically worse than the rest.

The first thing he noticed was two figures battling in the skies high above the battlefield. He recognized them. The emperor, and the prince. And Zhou Shan was in dire straits, fighting a retreating battle where he was attempting to survive.

Orodan had a good sense of his current power level. Even with the newly discovered potential of Spatial Fold, being able to best Jian Song meant he was perhaps able to punch upwards in certain contexts to even beat Devil King Gutriyaz, who was maybe on the same level as a Transcendent in the high 130s. Maybe up to level 140 at most. And it wasn’t that he could overpower them, but rather, that he could outlast them. His defensive capabilities were his strongest weapon.

Yet, in a fight between Zhou Shan and Jian Huangdi, he simply didn’t measure up to either combatant. Not when Zhou Shan was a Celestial skill bearer of 147 and the emperor at level 150.

“How good of you to join us, Orodan Wainwright,” the Celestial Emperor called out. “I see you’ve bested Jian Song and his welcoming party. Your strength has grown a bit more than my expectations would allow. I’ve received word of the soul nexus being tampered with, was that your doing?”

“I merely prevented its ignition through the reversal of time,” Orodan answered. “And your lackey was weaker than expected. Not difficult to emerge victorious when he didn’t even want to kill me.”

“Naturally. Do you think us foolish enough to kill a time looper? That would be akin to handing you more power. Worry not, your due will come soon, and no number of loops can save you,” Jian Huangdi’s voice boomed out as he sent Zhou Shan flying. “A shame that the Administrator is kind enough to simply desire your end. I’m most curious about how your soul can produce enough power to reverse time on a soul nexus.”

“These troops you have here… recruited from outside your ranks, have you?” Orodan asked.

Upon closer examination, the composition of the enemy army was most strange. Ranks of cultivators yes, but also regular armored warriors, mages, and… werewolves?

“Ah, I see you’ve noticed my new allies. I’m told your homeworld is within their territory, even if we’ve not managed to find it yet,” the man said.

These were…

[Dimensionalism 18 → Dimensionalism 19]

Orodan looked up at the sky only to see something very massive… a maw, wide open and ready to devour everything. And by everything… that meant the entire planet.

One moment the world he stood on was within the material plane. And then it wasn’t.

A gigantic moving void, ten times the size of Xuejin, the world they were upon, enveloped the sky. And this moving wall was a dimensional entryway, moving to swallow the entire world. It was only at the last moment, before the wall connected and devoured the planet whole, that Orodan saw for a brief moment what it truly was…

A dragon.

A dragon whose mouth was ten times larger than this gigantic world they were battling upon.

What in the hells? How could a living creature be that big?

The transition was relatively harmless. At least, initially.

The atmosphere and the stars above vanished. The void surrounding the world of Xuejin became filled with impossible geometry and the very nature of reality became a bit more ethereal, the laws of the universe, different.

An entire world pulled into another dimension. Swallowed by an apocalyptic dragon.

“Do not bother trying to flee, time looper, your spatiomancy will avail you not,” the Celestial Emperor spoke. “Your anomalous ability to generate power far beyond your level of strength is intriguing, but there are beings that can match it. A God directly merged with a peak-Transcendent dragon is one of those things.”

A God… merged with a Transcendent? How could such a thing be possible?

“I’ve beaten horrible odds before,” he said. A feral grin and the lust for battle emerged.

“We shall see how long your bravado lasts,” the Celestial Emperor said, and then a single order boomed over the enemy troops: “Capture him.”

And before he knew it, a veritable wave of enemies swarmed. And it was a true swarm, for there was none of the caution that would be expected when a regular army faced him down. No distance management, no coordination to ensure their own survival. Simply a tide of bodies all bent on piling atop him, doing little damage, but seeking to restrain and hold him captive.

Simultaneously, the back ranks of spatiomancers and chronomancers—for they weren’t cultivators but mages like those of his own world—began casting as many restrictive spells upon him as they could. It was yet another attempt to delay him, much like Jian Song had tried. Except, with vastly greater effectiveness.

It seemed that these new allies of the Celestial Emperor were far better at the magic side of combat than the time and space cultivators he’d seen.

The waves of Grandmaster-level cultivators who threw themselves at him weren’t the problem. Matter of fact, perhaps a few dozen at a time could feasibly grab onto him. However, they were an excellent visual distraction for when the enemy back ranks began employing a familiar force.

[Psionic Resistance 77 → Psionic Resistance 78]

[Mana Resistance 63 → Mana Resistance 65]

A wave of nearly fifty thousand minds slammed into his own. At least a third of the force wasn’t empowered by soul energy but by mana, a familiar force from his own world. However, despite the resistance skills he possessed, fifty thousand was still enough to, for a moment, occupy his attention.

Which was the opportunity the enemy’s metal mages took advantage of.

A sphere of liquid metal enveloped him, and although it couldn’t quite penetrate the gaps between his cells since he’d acquired Absolute Body Composition, it still functioned as an excellent cage to lock him in place.

“Calculations have been done. Given your proclivity for battle and lack of fear towards pain or death, it is only natural that you would have many resistance skills. What you cannot resist, however, is a powerful material wrapped around you. Much like how the ancestor nearly restrained you in the void, though I know not how you survived that encounter,” the Celestial Emperor spoke, and Orodan realized with some concern that the sounds of the titanic fighting above had ceased. Zhou Shan had likely been captured too. “Now that you’re here, the bait will no longer be needed. My bastard always was the greatest of my children. Perhaps with a few million years more he would’ve been my match, yet it was not to be.”

Here he had come, hoping to assist the prince, yet now he was in a tight spot himself, facing down the Celestial Emperor and his new allies.

Still, not all was lost. After all, he always had one fall back he could use.

Soul energy began blazing and his own body faced destruction as Eternal Soul Reactor was churned at an increasingly higher intensity. The liquid cage of metal was slowly pushed away, and Orodan got a good look around him.

The Celestial Emperor stood perhaps fifty feet away, and behind him, rows of cultivators, except these were…

“Ah, attempting to end your own life, are you?” Jian Huangdi asked. “That would be inconvenient. Come, they tell me you have some sense of morality. An inconvenient thing, a sign of your short lifespan compared to the power you wield. Let us put that conscience to the test and see if you’re willing to slaughter your former comrades of the Third Army.”

Another human wave rushed him, except these were the people he’d come to know during the battle for the soul nexus! The very first man to leap, arms outstretched for him, was the cleaning cultivator whose basic broom Orodan had ‘borrowed.’

“A dirty move,” Orodan said.

“All is fair when dealing with a time looper. Dirty tricks are but a necessity,” Jian Huangdi replied.

It was a foul trick, meant to elicit some sort of moral conundrum in him. However, he was no soft-spined little child. Growing up in Ogdenborough had inured him to the harsher realities of life, and Orodan had no problem taking lives if he had to. He’d killed and would continue to kill. Though it might not be necessary in this instance.

So what if it was a dirty move? Orodan was a fair hand at cleaning anyways.

The Celestial Emperor’s face was mocking, almost arrogant, and it immediately turned to one of rage when the Domain of Perfect Cleaning began targeting the minds of the affected soldiers of the Third Army.

A domineering aura of supremacy erupted from Jian Huangdi, and the battle for the minds of the troops began. Yes, in straight-up combat he was no match for the man. Frankly, Orodan held an advantage because the emperor was actively refusing to kill him or let him die.

But despite the vast gulf of strength between them, even if Orodan stood no chance in a direct battle yet, what he did hold some faith in… was a battle of his Celestial skill against the emperor’s.

It was a struggle without any real stakes. These were mere chaff, even if they were Orodan’s allies. Hells, the emperor might turn around and kill them out of spite. Surely, Jian Huangdi knew this!

Yet, the look of utter concentration on the man’s face told a different story. That he was as committed to this battle as Orodan.

It was a matter of pride. And it seemed one didn’t cultivate the Dao of Domination and Supremacy without having a very overinflated sense of it.

And that despite the difference of two tiers and over sixty levels, Orodan’s Celestial skill held more skills under its umbrella. Something which allowed him to compete on even ground against this man.

No wonder Jian Song had been shocked when Orodan mentioned he had six skills under the domain of his Celestial one. It was now eight. He wasn’t sure what the galactic metric was, yet surely, he surpassed all but the most monstrous of beings in terms of pound for pound talent.

Altogether, there were roughly eight thousand soldiers whose minds were corrupted by the Dao of Domination and Supremacy. And as Orodan’s Domain enveloped them all, the first soldier whose mind he entered gave him some serious pushback. Or rather, it was the Celestial Emperor himself, enhancing and empowering his Dao within the man.

The poor cultivator’s body began to disintegrate from the sheer power of the Dao, much like Orodan’s had in the past. However, the Basic Healing portion of his Celestial skill worked to patch that up and prevent the man’s death. The Domain of Perfect Cleaning clashed against the Dao of Domination and Supremacy. The emperor’s supremacy attempted to take control of the man’s Qi and vitality; only for the All-Consuming Rage aspect of his Celestial skill to absorb these hungrily, leaving the man nearly empty, Orodan then refilled these pools of power with the Basic Healing aspect of his Domain. And Psionic Assault and Cleaning worked to scour the cultivator’s mind of the foreign Dao, while Soul Defense and Incorruptible Being worked to spread a stalwart defense against it.

The cultivator’s mind, soul, and body were a battleground upon which Orodan Wainwright, and the Celestial Emperor waged a war.

And it was one Orodan was winning.

A snarl of rage and disbelief echoed out, and a blast of lethal energy from the emperor’s fingertips vaporized the soldier before Orodan could completely cleanse him.

“That one was your loss,” Orodan said, an excited grin upon his face. “A sore loser, are we?”

“I could crush you like a worm, do not become over-arrogant.”

“No, that would be your job. All you’ve done since I’ve met you is act arrogant and make an enemy of me,” Orodan said. “Even if I can’t defeat you just yet, I will eventually. How about it, Jian Huangdi? You call yourself the Celestial Emperor, yet you can’t even beat another Celestial skill bearer at the Elite-level. You’re an embarrassment, face me toe-to-toe in a battle of Celestial skill against Celestial skill, and let’s see who’s better. Or are you scared to face me and have your Dao proven a sham? I vow I’ll cleanse these men of your dirty domination despite your best efforts to stop it.”

It was a blatant provocation, and there was no way the man didn’t know it. And yet…

…the look of bloodthirsty rage on his face told Orodan it worked better than he thought. Perhaps it was the Eldritch madness, or maybe it was the man’s very Dao that demanded he adhere to supremacy. Either way, the duel was on as the troops behind Jian Huangdi were cowed into standing down with but a single backwards glance from the man.

There were no words spoken between them after that. The next two minutes involved multiple clashes and engagements between his Domain of Perfect Cleaning and the emperor’s Dao of Domination and Supremacy. It was a battleground involving the subverted minds of the Third Army’s soldiers, and every time Orodan was on the verge of successfully cleaning one of them, the emperor promptly killed them.

As he faced the man’s Celestial skill, he learned, acquired insights, and grew. The opportunity to compete head-to-head against another Celestial skill bearer was a precious opportunity, one he didn’t let go to waste.

Much to the Celestial Emperor’s consternation, Orodan left each exchange the victor. The man’s Dao simply couldn’t stop Orodan’s cleaning of the affected cultivator. Slowly but surely, Orodan’s comprehensions grew. It was only a matter of time until the System caught up and recognized this.

Until finally…

[Domain of Perfect Cleaning 89 → Domain of Perfect Cleaning 90]

[New Title → Celestial Master]

[New Title → Perfect Cleaning Master]

[New Title → Cleaning Master]

The tide turned.

The Celestial Emperor’s eyes widened, and Orodan’s smile turned positively bloodthirsty and manic. Skills naturally had a jump in power at tier thresholds. A Mythical skill advancing a tier was already a monstrous improvement, but for a Celestial skill to advance? That, was shocking.

He’d already been winning individual engagements against the emperor’s Dao. The emperor doubtlessly had fewer skills under the umbrella of his Celestial skill, and even then… Orodan was confident his talent in cleaning could outstrip even the most ancient of monsters in whatever art they chose to use. Skill levels weren’t everything. Two people with the exact same level could still have widely different talents and be stronger or weaker depending on their passion, insights, and perspective.

And Orodan had plenty of insights to spare when it came to cleaning. It allowed him to mop the floor well above his weight.

Orodan began swiftly outpacing the Celestial Emperor. Clashes which were previously competitive though in his favor, were now far more one-sided as his foe’s Dao was smashed aside and the emperor’s control over his thralls, shattered.

Within three more minutes, Orodan cleansed all of the remaining Third Army soldiers of the Dao affecting them, and then proceeded to move onto a new target…

…the emperor. Specifically, the Eldritch corrupting the man.

“Enough.”

It was a single word, but alongside its utterance, he was reduced to a small pile of glowing flesh. Yet, he cared not, as his Domain of Perfect Cleaning continued working despite this.

“Cease your assault immediately! Your soul will be tortured for all eternity!”

Jian Huangdi’s desperate pleas were ignored. The Celestial Emperor began writhing upon the ground as Orodan’s Domain of Perfect Cleaning hit the man hard.

His opponent was without a doubt stronger than Orodan in direct combat. If they fought earnestly and the man wanted it, Orodan would be dead a hundred times over. Yet, it was hubris and the very adherence to dominance and supremacy that had Jian Huangdi thinking he could best Orodan Wainwright in a head-to-head clash of Celestial skill against Celestial skill.

Goading hadn’t worked against Devil King Saathmaraz at all. Yet, against the Celestial Emperor, it had proven more than effective. The man was a human, not a devil. And unlike an Arch-Devil, a human, even one who was millions of years old, came with exploitable things such as pride.

Against all odds, Orodan somehow rode the momentum and now had Jian Hunagdi on the backfoot. Yes, he was a Celestial skill bearer, and yes, he was a peak-Transcendent of level 150 and yet…

…the Celestial Emperor was now utterly vulnerable as Orodan began targeting the Eldritch taint the man was corrupted by. It was the same deal Orodan had with the Eldritch Avatar. Sure, it had been stronger than him at the time, but once its corruption was targeted, it became vulnerable. A corrupted being unused to having its plague attacked in such a manner.

Truly, cleaning really was the antithesis of the Eldritch.

A peak-Transcendent of level 150, reduced to a vulnerable mess.

Things were going well, and victory and the cleansing of the Eldritch looked all but certain.

Unfortunately, things rarely went as planned.

[Dimensionalism 19 → Dimensionalism 20]

“Your defeat here would be inconvenient, Jian Huangdi. We mop up the rebel armies for you, and you cannot even handle a Master-level foe? Truly, this time looper is dangerous.”

Orodan actually sensed the fluctuation before the dimensional boundaries were torn asunder this time. Yet he could’ve done nothing to stop the appearance of a familiar being. One he swore vengeance against for its killing of Zaessythra in the last long loop.

It was the size of an entire nation, the ethereal skies of this strange dimension they were in darkened overhead as it approached. A hymn of pure radiance that demanded subservience rang out for miles, and the face of this God was composed of impossible geometric shapes which contradicted one another.

And it had fifty arms, carrying deadly golden weapons, just as he remembered.

“Astalavar…” Orodan muttered, his hands clenching around his weapons.

“Ah, you know of me, time looper? By all rights you should be swearing fealty and kneeling before me. After all, your world is within the territory of the Hegemony we preside over,” it said. “I see the Celestial Emperor is faring worse than he should. Have you perhaps aimed for the taint within? I always thought that foul Eldritch corruption was a weakness. Temporary power and mad knowledge in exchange for an over-reliance upon it. A shame, for he used to be a feared leader who even we were wary of.”

“If you know he’s corrupted by the Eldritch, why do you support him? Why is the Hegemony getting involved in an internal matter of the Celestial Court?” Orodan asked.

“When we hear tell of a man marching around claiming to be a time looper it is no longer a mere internal matter. Our lord’s interest was greatly piqued,” Astalavar answered. “Do you think to do as you please? You shall find that time loopers are not so novel a concept among the wise and powerful of the universe. The Administrators can permanently end you, yes… but we can do worse.”

“Such as what? Dragging me outside of System space like the Administrator plans?”

“For one. Alas, it is no option available to us,” the God of the Hegemony said. “My lord wishes to see you. Your words with him will determine your fate. Pray you do not face the alternative fate. I would hate to see such potential permanently crippled.”

He felt yet another fluctuation, and two figures caused the very world they were upon to become blackened with shadow as the ethereal stars projecting light onto Xuejin in this new dimension were entirely blotted out.

One, a dragon. It looked incomparably ancient, yet Orodan felt it was the weakest of everyone present. He would perhaps rate it as being slightly weaker than Zhou Shan based on the feeling his instincts were giving him.

The other…

…two utterly gigantic cosmic eyes. They were the size of stars, and only up close did Orodan realize just how colossal this being was. The dragon that swallowed Xuejin, this gigantic being could ride it like a horse as they were comparable in size.

He remembered these two eyes being the last sight he saw in his long loop in Novarria. These eyes now peered deeply into him.

The dragon spoke first. It wasn’t a God, but a Transcendent.

“I smell the foul stench of a hybrid’s soul around him, not too far in the past, either. He is but a mortal, and yet…” it muttered. “You, have you been harboring any filthy half-blood hybrids? Speak now and perhaps receive mercy.”

A hybrid? The only person he could think of was Zaessythra, who he knew was partly draconic from the times he saw her in his mindscape. He’d rather face an eternity of death and pain than ever betray her to this arrogant Transcendent dragon.

“Hold a moment, Excromon. I see it. It truly is a time looper. Very subtle… incredibly so, yet still in line with the existing records we have of how the soul is marked by the System,” the bearer of the gigantic cosmic eyes spoke. “We shall not bandy words with it. Time looper, you have two options. Submit and open your soul to us or face a fate worse than death.”

“I refuse to submit. I have a grudge against you lot. Kill me if you must,” Orodan declared.

“A shame. Yet another case we shall have to explain to the Custodian when it arrives to mediate affairs… Unless the Reject arrives first, of course,” the cosmic eyes spoke. “Do not resist. The pain will be lessened.”

“Lord Agrimon… is it truly wise to court the Warrior’s ire by using that again?” Astalavar asked. “He does not like it when the Shards are used.”

“An unfortunate situation, but the Reject will shield us, and perhaps even reward us for dealing with this time looper,” the cosmic eyes said.

Orodan could hear no more words as a strange device was produced and brought in front of this supposed leader of the Hegemony. At the sight of it, a deep, almost paralyzing fear struck the deepest parts of his soul. The very inner core where all his skills and connections to the System were housed, this inviolable part of his soul that was supposed to be untouchable.

This part of his soul trembled with fear.

A small, pink Shard. It roiled with a horrifying energy, and just looking at it had each and every part of him screaming that he was before something he wasn’t meant to see. Hells… even the Lord of the Hegemony using the damned thing looked afraid.

The device was a focusing lens of sorts, and this giant cosmic entity began channelling a beam of titanic power to be fired through it.

Orodan just knew that getting hit with it was a bad idea, and yet, fifty arms descended to restrain him in place while a sudden full-force mental assault by the Dao of Domination and Supremacy by a now recovered Celestial Emperor distracted him.

He only saw the beam coming at the last second as dimensional boundaries shattered and the material plane intermingled with this strange one the world had been swallowed into.

Just before the beam made contact, he saw…

…a tentacle made of metal?

His surroundings exploded, and for a few moments, all he knew was the feeling of being reduced to a handful of cells. Yet, his soul was intact.

Something had blocked the attack.

“Directive: Protect Orodan Wainwright. Multiple threats identified. Solution: Elimination.”

A cold and emotionless voice… a golem!

“W78!” Orodan exclaimed. “You… how?”

“Directive: Monitor Orodan Wainwright. Aware of time looping nature. Intervention necessary due to imminence of permanently crippling attack,” it intoned. And Orodan could swear there was some manner of golem-like emotion underneath that guise of cold intonation.

“Foolish machine. Has the Unity at last decided to act? Your body shall be stripped for parts and melted down to fuel our forges!” Astalavar roared, divine rage echoing out for miles.

In fact, it wasn’t his good friend W78 who’d intervened to protect him. While he adored his golem-like friend, the threats arrayed here were simply too much for it. Rather, the planet-sized mass of metal and tentacles in front of him was his savior.

“Information: Unit A1, prime combat unit. Designated leadership unit for Unity,” W78 explained. “Equal combat strength with enemy level 150.”

This unit, A1, was the leader of the Unity? As strong as a peak-Transcendent too… Yet, their enemies were numerous.

“W78, this still won’t be enough! Let me fight alongside you to help secure your retreat!” Orodan said.

“Directive: Protect Orodan Wainwright. Information: Allied faction arriving.”

Allied faction?

He needn’t have wondered any further, as the dimensional walls shattered yet again and someone came riding forth.

Golden light. That was the only description truly needed.

Growing up, the matrons at the orphanage would sometimes tell fanciful stories of holy warriors of the Gods who carried the blessing of light. Orodan had been thoroughly disillusioned upon learning there were no such holy warriors, and even further upon his betrayal by the Gods.

But the holy warrior, a shining knight in resplendent armor who had come in? Just the sight of her pushed away shadows, both physical and mental. A horse of blinding golden light, and a heavily armored rider wielding a lance of blinding radiance. This woman, this God, looked every bit the picture of a holy knight meant to exterminate demonkind.

“Your Hegemony has gone too far today, Agrimon! The Conclave comes to assist its allies! The Light shall purge your sins!”

Her glowing golden horse and lance made an immediate beeline for the leader of the Hegemony, and the two began an utterly furious melee. It was comical, seeing a human-sized woman on a golden horse fight against something the size of a world, yet she was holding her own.

In the meanwhile, A1, the mightiest machine he’d seen, began combat against the recovered Celestial Emperor and Astalavar at the same time. And behind him, he heard a familiar flutter.

“Zaessythra… this is your doing,” Orodan stated.

And in response, she practically slammed onto his noggin.

“You absolute, blithering, idiot! What was your plan for when that attack hit you?” she angrily asked.

“Defend against it?”

“No! You buffoon! That’s the sort of attack which led me to my current situation! We need to fall back and recoup our losses! Enough is enough!” she demanded.

“I’m sorry for dragging you into this mess, Zaessythra… you bailed me out yet again…”

“You’d better be… Stubborn oaf…”

Their reunion was cut short as an angry dragon made its presence known. One that had just a while ago declared its hatred for hybrid draconic beings.

“I smell the stench of a foul hybrid! You dare harbor one of them?” it roared as its flight path made directly for Orodan and Zaessythra.

“Well… this is the part where I ask you to do what you do best,” she said.

Orodan simply rolled his eyes, but he had a smile on his face.

[Flash Strike 74 → Flash Strike 75]

Why bother waiting for it to reach when he could simply soar to the skies and reach it first?

It was big, at least the size of a small island, but nowhere near the size of the other foes engaging in cataclysmic battle above. Frankly, in comparison to the other fights occurring, his was but a mere footnote.

He and Excromon wrestled in the air, and although he was quite outmatched, he was holding his own well enough, despite the repeated savaging and constant destruction of his physical form. The black dragon was stronger, faster, and just plain superior in direct battle. But like a cockroach, Orodan’s survivability was his weapon, and where he lacked in the ability to threaten it with a good offense, he could occupy its attention. Especially when it was under strict orders not to kill him since he was a time looper.

And while he might have held some confidence in eventually outlasting this foul dragon, the problem was that the battle wasn’t exactly swinging in their favor. A1, the prime combat unit of the Unity, and that glowing golden knight, were starting to be pushed back.

The two versus one was doing A1 no favors; Jian Huangdi and Astalavar steadily dealt damage to its gigantic planet-sized frame. And while the shining knight had initially done well, it seemed the Hegemony’s leader was mightier than he’d expected and was beginning to steadily push her back.

Excromon battering him and keeping him suppressed was doing no favors either. It left him little room to make any big moves to aid in any of the individual fights.

Which was when a giant metal drill crashed into the jaw of his draconic opponent, courtesy of his friend, W78.

“Information: Estimated battle outcome – defeat. Recommendation: Subject – Orodan Wainwright, usage of chronomancy. Resurrection of slain ally, designation: Zhou Shan.”

What? The prince… had died?

Damn it all! Little wonder the man was nowhere to be seen for a while now. Orodan would fix this, he had to!

With his friend W78 occupying Excromon’s attention, he wasn’t suppressed any longer. All of his soul energy and the attention of multiple minds could be diverted to the task at hand.

Yes, Orodan might have been little more than an annoying gnat buzzing around many of these powerful combatants in a battle such as this… but one unique quality of his made him exceedingly dangerous to anyone.

The ability to generate power endlessly through Eternal Soul Reactor. And he threw it all toward the manipulation of time.

Chronomancy and combat resurrections were possible, but seriously intensive. As a general rule, a singular mortal chronomancer couldn’t resurrect someone of the same tier; the energy cost was simply too prohibitive. They had to work in teams and perhaps even draw upon mana batteries and seek assistance from soul mages to ease the process. And for a Transcendent? Those costs were exponentially higher.

But with power reserves being no issue for Orodan, this general rule did not apply. Which made him exceedingly dangerous when he could just bring a slain Transcendent back to life.

He searched for and found the threads of time denoting Zhou Shan. As W78 said, the man was well and truly dead. While Orodan had been dueling with Jian Huangdi earlier, an entirely separate army had cornered, swarmed, suppressed, and killed him without ceremony.

Furthermore, the prince’s soul had timeline protections upon it; which in cosmic conflict was supposedly a standard practice for preventing resurrections of critical enemy combatants.

What did that matter for Orodan when he’d overpowered timeline protections in the past? This time, he intended to be successful too.

Zhou Shan hadn’t been dead long. Less than thirty minutes in fact, though the machinations of their enemies ensured the man’s soul had been drawn toward the soul nexus of a foreign faction and not the one belonging to the cultivators. Despite all this, Orodan pulled and pulled, expending power enough to blind entire worlds with the radiance of his soul.

And as the many-armed God of the Hegemony twitched in alarm, feeling its machinations come undone, the slain heir to the Celestial Court began rewinding through time.

“Stop him! He’s overpowering my timeline protections and bringing an enemy Transcendent back!” Astalavar roared. “Excromon! Stop the time looper immediately! All forces converge and deny that chronomancer at all costs!”

The dragon fighting W78 attempted to break away and make for him, but only received a point-blank shot of a strange-looking cannon to its chest. W78 would not let it interfere. And even if it had, Orodan was more than capable of ignoring pain and his own safety to fully focus on such things.

The Hegemony’s Gods desperately attempted to break off from their fights and interfere, yet it was futile. Before their very eyes, time reversed, and a soul was pulled back to its ruined corpse, now reverted to pristine condition.

Zhou Shan had been resurrected. A Transcendent returned to the field despite enemy countermeasures, just like that.

“What the… I died? But—ah, resurrection. Thank you, Orodan.”

“You’re welcome. Now mind keeping them off me while I do one more?” Orodan said.

Zhou Shan complied, joining the battle with the dragon, Excromon, buying Orodan some precious time. The dragon was taken aback by the newly resurrected foe. The prince was a Celestial skill bearer, and one at level 147 at that. Alongside W78, who was keeping it pressed, that fight had now become a winning affair.

Which left him entirely free to focus. W78 recommended one combat resurrection, but Orodan had one more planned. And unlike the prince’s resurrection, this one would truly take his all.

“Zaessythra… you were cursed to your current form about five hundred thousand years ago, no?

“Yes…? Orodan? What… what are you planning?”

He gave no answer. For what else would a mad man like himself attempt but a feat of time magic deemed to be in the realm of utter fiction?

Eyes blazed with raw power, and he was reduced to but a few cells. Yet, this was within expectations.

He had reversed time on a soul nexus of trillions. And he’d also reverted the destruction of an entire continent the size of Alastaia itself. Yet these were different in the sense that, while massive objects with lots of things to account for… the timescale was brief. He’d only reversed time by less than a minute.

But going back in the river of time by five hundred thousand years? A different matter altogether.

His mind strained, the ravages of time began gnawing at his soul, and the very river itself was intent on resisting him. By and large, the entirety of the river of time was trembling due to the sheer amount of energy he exerted upon it, and just the aftershocks of his energy caused strange temporal phenomena, such as ancient echoes flitting in and out as visions and hallucinations of past battles and significant events began entering and exiting reality.

He was all but certain this was akin to broadcasting his position and presence to the entire galaxy, and perhaps even beyond.

His soul genuinely strained, pain coursing through him. Not just from pushing Eternal Soul Reactor, but also from the sheer mental strain of going back so far in time and having to comprehend it. Yet, he continued. And slowly, Zaessythra’s musty tome began to look fresher as the years began rapidly cycling back. Decades were reverting in seconds, for such was the pace as Orodan poured all his soul energy into the spell.

The battlefield went silent. Then…

“The very river of time trembles… Where does that power come from?” Agrimon muttered, and even the golden lancer of light stopped fighting for a brief instant to look.

Decades continued to revert as the battle continued. And soon, centuries passed in seconds once Orodan got into the proper flow of things and his skill levels kept increasing.

Time threatened to gnaw at his mind and soul. He nearly lost himself multiple times, feeling as though he lived many of the ancient lifespans and eons. No chronomancer he knew had ever done such a thing. And even if they tried, they would have their minds broken. Yet, his will held strong, refusing to bend or break before the countless years.

Near the end, a change occurred, and Zaessythra’s book form looked rather remarkably fresh. And from there, in an instant…

She shifted into something else. At which point Orodan stopped lest he go too far and de-age her into a child. He was fairly certain he heard screaming near the finish, but his keen eyes focusing upon her soul saw that it was only the process of it finally becoming whole.

[Time Reversal 72 → Time Reversal 74]

[Time Mastery 68 → Time Mastery 70]

[New Title → Time Elite]

What was before him, was ten feet. Ten feet of woman.

Or rather, half-dragon woman.

He’d always known she was a half-dragon hybrid. Her words, the carvings upon Alastaia’s moon, the reaction of Excromon, it came together to all but confirm it. Yet, seeing it was a different matter altogether.

Mismatched white and gold eyes, flowing hair like a river of silver, and dazzling scales of the same color at certain parts of her elbows and knees. A towering frame of might and regality. With the wings of a true dragon sprouting behind her. Zaessythra looked every bit the Warrior-Queen the carvings portrayed her as.

And perhaps a bit more than that.

“Now this changes things…” she muttered as she hefted the world-sword he’d given her. “Not my old blade, but it’ll do. And have I mentioned you’re staring?”

“Difficult not to when I have to crane my neck up to look at you,” he replied. “At least people won’t go around calling me excessively big now.”

Orodan wasn’t small; his near seven feet of height made him stand out distinctly upon Alastaia. It was certainly a different sort of experience when the caustic and occasionally flippant book of his was now a ten-foot-tall half-dragon who he had to look upward at. He doubted it was her human side which made her so big.

“Calling me fat, are you? Very pleasant way to greet someone who recently bailed you out,” she teased, her tone carrying amusement and something Orodan wasn’t sure he wanted to deal with.

“Hardly,” he scoffed. “Simply regretful of the fact I can’t bully and throw you into fireplaces any longer.”

“I’ll be the one throwing you around,” she threatened, and then looked to the battlefield.

One where the gathered Gods and Transcendents had grown silent and the fighting had stopped to take in the magnitude of his recent chronomantic feat.

“Five hundred thousand years of time reverted with such ease. And to bring back a most vexatious enemy of ours too…” Astalavar muttered in shock. “You cannot be suffered to live. Orodan Wainwright, was it? We shall remember that name.”

“Enough. We have failed here today. Their forces swell and we lack the strength to continue fighting,” Agrimon said. “We also cannot kill the time looper lest it return and exact vengeance. Retreat. The Administrator remains our only hope from this point onward.”

The leader of the Hegemony and its Gods and Transcendents fell back, the Celestial Emperor in tow.

A1 and the glowing lancer from the Conclave attempted to give pursuit. The gigantic dragon that had initially swallowed the world of Xuejin whole simply spat the world out of its mouth and retreated while pulling the enemy combatants away with it. And if Excromon was a powerful dragon, then that peak-Transcendent-God hybrid dragon was another thing entirely. Fighting it would be too costly for their current forces.

Soon, the battlefield was silent again. The world of Xuejin had been turned to chunks of rubble and debris throughout the fighting between multiple peak-Transcendents and peak-Gods.

Orodan, Zaessythra in her true form, Zhou Shan, and the allies that had come to aid them stood quietly amid the devastation.

“So… who’s going to clean all this up?” Zhou Shan asked.

Orodan simply smiled.


Chapter 12
The Coming War


If reversing time for a mere continent of Xuejin had been incredibly difficult, then undoing the destruction of the entire world was a truly monumental task. Orodan had to sit down and spend two entire hours doing the task slowly.

Time Reversal wasn’t as simple as just throwing more power into the task at hand. Even though it might’ve seemed like it whenever Orodan was involved, the reality was otherwise. Pulling the river of time backwards involved being aware of an object or a being and consciously pulling on it, affecting it with his soul energy. And while his experience and higher skill levels in the ability meant his efficiency was higher—that he could ‘grasp’ multiple things at once and group them together in patterns—the fact was that Time Reversal was a serious mental strain. He had to account for everything he was bringing back. It was why he’d suffered serious mental strain while bringing Zaessythra back and why a mentally weaker chronomancer would have had their mind shattered in the same situation.

Trying to simply reverse time blindly was akin to pulling the entire river back. Something which was utterly impossible at his current level of power. It would involve reversing time for everything. He doubted even an Administrator could do it. The only being possibly capable of such a feat might be whoever was responsible for the time loops.

All this was to say that restoring the world of Xuejin wasn’t an easy affair. Previously, he’d been able to restore a destroyed continent and its slain inhabitants, but that was currently the limit of his mental capacity. And when a feat of Time Reversal that he didn’t have the mental capacity to do in one shot was called for, then the work took a while, as Orodan had to take care not to mess up the time flows for objects while breaking the task into a piece-by-piece affair.

Still, it’d been done, with some much-appreciated assistance from various time cultivators. And Orodan earned two more levels in both Time Reversal and Time Mastery as a result. Alongside much bleeding and bodily damage from the mental strain as he pushed every cell to think at its maximal capacity. Yes, his new Absolute Body Composition was the only reason he could restore such a complex world and all of its inhabitants at all. He wasn’t limited by the size of his physical brain any longer. Each cell could pull the weight of a mind, and he could think with his feet, arms, legs, eyes, and nose. It gave new meaning to sayings such as thinking on one’s feet.

Yet, despite its usefulness and the profound secret behind it, Orodan wasn’t sure how to go about advancing in the skill. Defying the natural order of matter-form composition, it was as though he’d stumbled onto a critical secret of the universe, and remained stuck there. Alongside his other skill, Reality Alteration—which had been an accidental byproduct of focusing too deeply on the path of cleaning—he just didn’t know how to go about advancing either skill.

In regard to his own skillset there was still plenty of work to be done.

To distract from it, he helped resurrect the fallen, cleanse the minds of people upon Xuejin, who’d somehow survived yet were still under the sway of the Celestial Emperor’s Dao of Domination and Supremacy, and generally helped clean the planet.

Zhou Shan and the other two peak-Transcendents of the Unity and the Conclave had gone off to help rebuild and liaison with their respective armies, and Zaessythra had gone off to become acclimatized with her old body once more.

Which left Orodan sweeping a particularly sticky and grimy patch of mud with his horsehair broom, his good friend W78 standing next to him, simply watching.

“Directive: Gather data on Orodan Wainwright. Hypothesis: Anomalous abilities in cleaning,” it intoned.

“I wouldn’t call it anomalous…” Orodan muttered. Then again, he’d turned a piece of ethereal and immaterial rock into a very real thing. He’d also fundamentally altered the very nature of another being when cleansing the True Vampire a while ago. “Okay, maybe it’s anomalous, but surely there are other beings in the universe who have similar talents.”

“Information: No comparable being found in unit databank. Query: Why does subject cleanse earth with inefficient method?” it asked, the lights and glyphs upon its metallic frame periodically glowing as it did.

“What? This? It’s mud, and some kind of animal emptied its bowels upon this particular spot, and then another one came by and took a piss,” Orodan explained. “It helps clear my mind and lets me understand cleaning better.”

“Observation: Orodan Wainwright not deterred by task; biological lifeforms naturally repelled by urine and excreta,” it intoned.

“Huh? Who gets bothered by a bit of piss and nightsoil? Can’t do any real work unless you’re willing to get your hands dirty,” Orodan said. “We all engage in the natural bodily functions of life. Or well… us flesh and blood beings do.”

Until they got certain skills to a high enough level, anyways. Even without Absolute Body Composition, which removed the need for any of that, Eternal Soul Reactor would just burn everything, and he couldn’t remember the last time he ate something either.

Bit of a shame, since he had quite enjoyed Zukelmux’s cooking in the last long loop.

“Information entered into database.”

“You needn’t sound so amazed, I’m sure you’ve spoken to cultivators of cleaning, or a swordsman who talks of cutting raindrops in half, no?” Orodan asked. “Anyhow, I’m going to focus on cleaning this patch of filth.”

They were in the grimiest and muddiest swamp on the world of Xuejin. Officially, the planetary government had classified this area as off-limits, particularly due to the presence of Master and Grandmaster-level beasts and the danger they presented to the unwary traveler.

Of course, such beasts fled at the sight of Orodan. The days where he was threatened by Grandmasters were a bit behind him. The current patch of mud he was attempting to clean was the result of some majestic fiery-maned lion vacating its bowels at the sight of his approach. Convenient.

“Observation: Implement inefficient. 99% chance of fluid and excrement catching upon horsehair broom. Solution: Unit will demonstrate,” W78 said, and it then proceeded to produce a long metallic tube which appeared to suck things inside of it. “Vacuum unit deployed.”

“A nifty tool, but one that would doubtlessly make people lazy. Besides,” Orodan said, and then snapped his fingers, drawing mud from a nearby trough toward him to be annihilated by a Draconic Fireball. “I can do that too, without the tool. It’s not efficiency I’m aiming for, but to advance my understanding of cleaning.”

“Information entered into database. Query: What does subject seek to understand?”

“I’ve cleaned water with a horsehair broom before, but it’s slightly different when the subject is muddy,” Orodan answered. “I’ve been adjusting the broom head after each sweep, yet it feels as though I’m missing an obvious solution.”

In response, W78 began vacuuming up mud into its frame, and Orodan had no idea where it all went and decided not to ask. The machine was rather friendly and seemed to happily go along with whatever Orodan was doing. And as the unit’s vacuum pulled mud up, he noticed the minute vibrations of its metallic frame.

It wasn’t some great insight into his friend and the machine-beings of the Unity that he was stumbling upon, but rather…

“That’s it! Vibrations! How could I overlook something so obvious?” Orodan asked himself.

On the next sweep, the broom head was adjusted beforehand, but during and after the sweep, the broom was in a state of constant vibration. At Orodan’s current level of Physical Fitness, he was capable of making it tremble powerfully enough to cause a hurricane. Yet, that wasn’t the goal. The intent was to instead… clean with a single sweep.

A sweep went out…

…and the nightsoil, urine, and mud were all swept away. The ground below turning green and the moss underneath growing suddenly.

[Domain of Perfect Cleaning 90 → Domain of Perfect Cleaning 91]

“Observation: Subject tampering with local ecosystem to impose subjective pattern.”

“You’re right, W78. In fact, at heart, cleaning is about what the user perceives as cleanly and not about how reality should be. For example, with but a shift in perspective…” Orodan trailed off and went for another sweep. The mossy and clear rock which stood in that singular patch he’d swept, suddenly became muddy once more, filled with excreta and urine. Yet… it also contained life and was part of the natural ecosystem of the swamp once more. “…What one sees as clean can be altered.”

[Reality Alteration 1 → Reality Alteration 5]

Even Orodan himself was surprised. He certainly hadn’t intended to do that, yet reality itself seemed to bend. His profound desire and vision of what he considered ‘clean’ coming into being. That singular sweep also cost a significant amount of soul energy.

“Critical information entered into database.”

“Hells… even I didn’t know that was possible, or at least, not so easily,” Orodan remarked. “I’ve done that once before, but didn’t know how to replicate the feat until now.”

“Query: How does subject intend to continue developing skill?” W78 asked.

“Honestly… right now, my back is against the wall. I have all manner of enemies coming after me, many of whom are actively using the knowledge that I’m in a time loop against me,” he answered. “Don’t get me wrong, I love a good fight. Yet, I also enjoy savoring these little advancements and understandings from the simplest of things. One day, once things have calmed down, I wouldn’t mind taking it slow and closely examining the basics again. I feel that’s where the secret of truly ascending past the limits of reality lies.”

When was the last time he’d sat down to do some Woodworking? Or brew a potion? It had been a while, ever since he’d been caught up in the current situation he was in.

“Information: Half-dragon hybrid approaching,” W78 said, and Orodan saw the familiar form of a winged humanoid approach, blurring through the air and parting the clouds with her descent.

If he didn’t know her, it would be easy to mistake her half-dragon self for some kind of beautiful demon of temptation the Cathedral’s stories spoke of. Her scales were lustrous, she had draconic horns jutting forward from her head, and her mismatched eyes gave off a sinister look at times. Yet, to him, she was still the same arrogant and haughty book, simply in a different form.

Although, from the way she acted and spoke around him since her transformation… Orodan wasn’t sure how to feel at times.

“Playing in the dirt again? Boys… truly,” she mocked lightly, touching down upon the ground next to him.

“How else do you expect me to train my cleaning? I’m not about to start polishing your wings to gain levels,” Orodan shot back, and for a moment, he could swear her face froze before she schooled her expression. “Besides, at least my training’s non-destructive. I could hear you shattering the sound barrier from here. I doubt the local wildlife and birds are pleased about that.”

“Apologies, when a dragon needs to spread her wings, the local fauna must simply kneel before our majesty,” Zaessythra said.

“Oh? Dragon now, are we? I can recall one particularly grouchy dragon we fought earlier that’d disagree,” Orodan replied.

“And he’ll die for what he dared to inflict upon half-bloods like me,” she angrily replied. “The pure-blooded of dragonkind have always hated half-breeds like us and the spider dragons.”

“But aren’t the spider dragons going around killing dragons?” Orodan asked. “On Alastaia, at least.”

“Driven to that by desperation and genocide by the pure-bloods, no doubt,” she spat. “Let me guess, the rumor is that the spider dragons were created by some fell God interfering and running experiments, isn’t it?”

“Among a host of other rumors which paint them in a bad light, and the dragons in a good one, yes,” Orodan answered. “A bit convenient for them, wouldn’t you say?”

“It certainly is. The dragons’ notorious secrecy is really just a guise for spreading rumors and propaganda which favors them. They remain so secretive, simply so that anytime they do say something, everyone chomps at the bit to go around repeating it,” she clarified. “The spider dragons, half-human dragons like myself, and other species of half-dragon are a result of none other than the experiments of the pure-bloods themselves.”

This was the part where Orodan would’ve been shocked, for it truly was a conspiratorial reveal. Yet, he’d often suspected from the beginning that the dragons weren’t as benevolent as they seemed. The carvings in the ruins of Vylrystia had also told the story of Zaessythra’s war of liberation against the tyrannical pure-blooded dragons on behalf of half-dragonkind.

“Hmm… I don’t doubt it. You plan on butchering them all one day? Not all of them are evil, not the ones I know, anyhow,” Orodan defended, thinking of Cyvrosdyr, Kultuanir, and the dragons of the Time Wind dragon flight.

“No… no. I’ve spilled blood enough in my old life. And making children pay for the sins of their forebears would be silly,” Zaessythra replied, easing his concerns about her going on some murderous rampage involving innocents. “Tch! You have a habit of putting me in a foul mood, Orodan. Here I’d come along to thank you for giving me my mind and soul back and you still somehow manage to darken my demeanor.”

“Pointing the finger at me as always. Keep your thanks, consider it me keeping a promise,” he muttered, pushing aside the memory of her sacrifice as he get to his feet. “Now then. I find that a good brawl tends to make one forget about their bad mood in short order. Want to thank me? Then fight me.”

“I thought you’d never ask. I’ve been itching for a proper fight in ages… With my System back, I have yet to really cut loose,” she said with a dangerous smile. Much as she liked to act otherwise at times, this woman was the former World-Queen of Vylrystia. It wasn’t a position one acquired without bloodshed and the love for it. “Orodan Wainwright, draw your weapons”

“Why, Zaessythra,” Orodan replied, unsheathing sword and shield, a feral grin of his own. “I’d love nothing more.”

“Directive: Evacuate Xuejin. Calculation: 90% chance of planetary destruction from battle.”

“We’re not about to fight here,” she said. “Not after you so dutifully reversed time for this entire planet.”

Orodan agreed, and the two of them went about moving to a nearby barren moon through one of his Spatial Folds.

“Observation: Moon unoccupied, chance of collateral damage to life, nil.”

“Thank you, W78, I wouldn’t have known that otherwise,” Orodan said.

“Observation: Subject utilizing tone of speech—sarcasm. Solution: Remind subject of questionable decision-making capabilities, poor impulse control, and continuous dissemination of sensitive information to hostile forces.”

This machine…!

“S-so what if I go around telling people I’m in a time loop!” Orodan defended, but not seriously.

“In other words, you’re an idiot, but that’s nothing new,” Zaessythra taunted.

“You talk too much. I’ve been waiting a long time for the chance to bully you properly,” Orodan said, gripping his weapons. “I’d have felt bad about throwing you around or threatening to use you as kindling before, but now… now you’ll get to face me head-to-head.”

In response, Zaessythra simply smiled and drew her world-sword. Through his crown, Orodan could sense the tether of world energy going from it to the world she held dominion over.

“Whenever you’re ready, Orodan,” she called out.

His eyes narrowed, and he gladly accepted the challenge, sallying forth with a Flash Strike.

He’d always wondered just how powerful Zaessythra was in her normal form. They’d met in the mindscape a few times, usually during sessions where he’d try to help repair her mind and soul. Yet, to fight her in the flesh was a different thing.

Was it raw might? Furious draconic power?

The answer, as Orodan learned the hard way. Was both. Alongside a healthy dose of brutality and ruthlessness. Just the kind of battle he loved.

His Flash Strike was intercepted by her wings, and in their clash of blows, Orodan mentally put her at the mid-120s as a Transcendent. Powerful, but perhaps around his level in raw battle power. Which was utterly shocking given that she was supposed to have been a newly advanced Transcendent when tragedy befell her. Perhaps there was a reason why the Hegemony had used its horrific weapon upon her.

He actually felt himself physically stronger, the few times they clashed. Likely due to raw physicality not being her specialty. She was ten feet tall and physically imposing without a doubt, but raw might was what he focused on, and his Body Tempering and Absolute Body Composition gave him the advantage.

He even thought he’d score an easy win.

That was, until she decided to start using her wings, sword, fists, and legs all in one synchronized fighting style. Alongside periodic casts and uses of soul magic, and something most unpleasant.

[Pain Resistance 90 → Pain Resistance 91]

Orodan’s entire world was raw. It was sharp, agonizing, and the pain nearly unbearable. Being stung by her in book form was one thing, but in the flesh, when she was at the height of her power, was another matter entirely.

Rage and battle lust took over, and he began wildly pressing forward with raw aggression to fight through the haze. It wasn’t an exaggeration to say that despite his Pain Resistance, nothing had hurt as much before. It was as though his entire mind, soul, and body were being subject to the worst torture imaginable.

He’d fought people who could hit far above their weight class, but Zaessythra was the first among Transcendents that he’d seen capable of showing strength beyond her supposed level.

“Of course, you still push forward despite that,” Zaessythra said as she deflected an All-Strike that would’ve destroyed his home nation of the Republic in one blow. “I forgot what a masochist you are.”

“What the hells is that?” Orodan asked. “What skill are you using?”

“Just a little something to add a sting. You don’t expect a woman to reveal all her secrets, do you?” she teased.

This… this insufferable dragon! Fine.

Pain was nothing new to Orodan, and this sort of battle favored him more than it did her. Shield to sword, fist to knee, he fought her for every little inch, even as his mind desperately craved an end to the raw pain and anguish he was going through. It was utterly insidious.

At first, it was only physical, yet as the battle dragged on, the pain began to spread to his mind and emotions too.

[Pain Resistance 91 → Pain Resistance 92]

His anger burned hotter than ever. Simply existing was beginning to hurt, and the fear of failure, the pain of loss and grief, it all began to amplify. Without even meaning to, his face was red with anger while tears began running down his face. It was utterly contradictory, the pain he was subject to made no sense!

All he saw was red, and his combat style began to deteriorate as he bit on feints and aggressively pursued openings which weren’t really meant to be such.

[Pain Resistance 92 → Pain Resistance 93]

Taunts from Zaessythra had him attacking far too hard. He was being drawn into her trap, which was no doubt exactly what she wanted. Yet, he simply didn’t care.

It was a Mythical skill at minimum. Had to be. Orodan had never been so easily goaded and drawn into playing his opponent’s game during a fight.

Her combat style was one of feints, taunts, and drawing the opponent into a world of pure pain and rage, which forced them to make mistakes and pursue her. It was effective, it was brutal.

But unfortunately, it wasn’t designed to account for an opponent that would keep coming endlessly and cared not to end the pain. Her own tolerance of pain was decent, fantastic even, yet her face was beginning to scrunch up as Warrior’s Reciprocity made her feel the horrid effects of her own pain.

The first thirty minutes passed as Orodan was hacked, slashed, and carved up as he bit on every little feint and taunt she dangled before him. Her attacks weren’t powerful enough to threaten him with death, but they left minor wounds at the very least. Wounds which were healed in an instant.

Of course, Orodan was no mere punching bag. He returned damage, too. His sword scored rending wounds upon her flesh, healed quickly by her magic, but at a far slower pace than his Harmony of Vitality. His fists, knees, and elbows had her bones creaking and the air being knocked out of her lungs.

Regardless of the misery, in spite of the pain… he was beginning to have fun.

“You don’t stop, do you?” Zaessythra asked, panting heavily and beginning to snarl like a rabid animal. “Seeing you fight is one thing… but actually facing you… you’re mad!”

In response, a quite mad laugh of anger, joy, and sorrow erupted from Orodan’s mouth. To anyone watching, he’d have seemed an utter lunatic.

“I think… I’m beginning to get the hang of this, Zaessythra. This has been some excellent training. Truly, my mind feels sharper and my willpower even tougher.”

Almost in response, she sent another lance of agony coursing through his body.

[Pain Resistance 93 → Pain Resistance 94]

One of his old mentors from Alastaia, Arvayne Firesword, had once told him that he fought like a rabid animal. Pure aggression, no defense, just unrelenting intent to kill. This, Orodan felt, was a compliment. He’d embraced it and turned it into his own style. And here and now, Zaessythra was beginning to feel the effects of it as Orodan began outright overpowering her guard as his rage continued to reach new heights.

The All-Consuming Rage portion of his Celestial skill had absorbed enough mana and vitality from her to begin significantly empowering him.

Feints began to lose effectiveness as she had no time to perform them. Taunts were useless as they required one to have some space and time to perform them. Evasions? How could one dodge when they were subject to constant, unending assault?

Five more minutes of furious melee passed as Orodan continued weaving his own Unarmed Combat Mastery into the fight. Pummeling her with fist, knee, and even a headbutt while he continued employing his sword and shield.

Until at last a parry was overpowered, a block crushed, and Zaessythra was nearly sent sprawling onto the ground with a crisp elbow strike followed by a shield bash in the same motion.

But she was a clever one. Rather than allowing herself to fall, she instead transferred the momentum into a takedown.

Orodan went head over heels, incredibly surprised as it was he who was on the receiving end of a takedown. It was nothing profound, but the execution of the single-leg drag, followed by a nimble transition to get on top, had him surprised.

Her Wrestling skill was shockingly high, a trump card he hadn’t even expected.

“Since when do dragons know how to wrestle!” he demanded, beginning a furious scramble and fight upon the ground.

“I was the last one to learn how to fly as a child… which meant I had to learn something to bully my siblings!” she declared, sending a barrage of hammer fists down upon him.

In response, Orodan happily returned the violence. He scrambled, exploded out, and broke her position, taking her down himself.

Of course, she was no easy opponent at all, and the two of them were joined in a tangled ball of limbs which barreled across the barren moon like a wrecking ball. Each fighting for positional dominance whilst also trying to inflict damage.

Perhaps this had gone just a little past being a friendly spar, but she wasn’t complaining, and he loved fighting far too much to ever protest it.

“You’re… insane…” she said in-between pained grunts and groans. “I know you have a Celestial skill, but you’re still at just the Master-level otherwise.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” he said, throwing an uppercut which caught her squarely on the chin and caused her head to whip upwards. “You could probably kill me if you really cut loose. I can tell you’re holding just a little bit back.”

“Same… for you!” she fired back, headbutting him and driving his head right into the ground.

The two continued slugging it out, their weapons forgotten upon the ground, until somehow… after ten minutes of hurtling all over the place, Orodan managed to catch her in a hold, pin her wings, and leapt into the air.

Which was the perfect opportunity to come down for a slam.

The ground cratered for a mile despite him holding back, and he could hear and feel the breath getting knocked out of Zaessythra’s lungs.

Still, she was no amateur, and the mark of a real warrior was the ability to fight through both pain and disorientation. Which she did as she managed to employ her superior Wrestling skill to get atop him once more while he was on the ground.

How the sword he thought lost was near his hand, he didn’t know. But what he did know was that Zaessythra had her world-sword in her grasp as well.

They both moved at the same time.

Orodan felt the tickle and slight pierce of a deadly blade on his throat… but so too did he have the tip of his blade against her neck.

“Stabbing me in the throat won’t do much,” Orodan spoke.

“Even if I unleash the full power of a world core through this sword while doing it?” she asked, glaring down at him.

Fair point. That might just be a loop ender.

“Not like you’re in a better position either. Shall we call it a draw?” Orodan suggested.

She nodded.

Of course, only then did the two of them notice the position they were in. Which would have been fine enough for Orodan, as he had sparred and fought many women during basic and was not shy of such things. It was just the business of fighting.

But there were two small problems.

Zaessythra was in no hurry to get up. And her mismatched eyes had this terribly inconvenient way of drawing his gaze into them.

“Usually, this means you let me up and we shake hands,” Orodan said, sternly trying but failing to force his gaze away.

And it seemed she’d been caught in the same trap herself, returning the stare, an unreadable expression on her face.

For a moment, he truly considered wrestling himself out of the position.

“Observation: Detecting elevated heart activity from both subjects. Solution: Separation to allow for gradual lowering of adrenaline levels.”

They both practically scrambled apart upon hearing the words of W78.

Adrenaline. Right. That’s what it was.

As Orodan picked up his shield and re-adjusted himself, he pointedly made sure to clear his head and school his expression before looking at her again.

He’d been so distracted that he’d outright forgotten the fact that the remnants of her pain magic were still coursing through him.

And damn did her accursed magic hurt when he was aware of it, even with his Pain Resistance.

“I can’t believe you’re just at the Master-level,” Zaessythra said, breaking the silence which had been lingering. Her expression one of neutrality, although Orodan had the gut feeling that something had shifted between them.

“If you thought to make some grand debut and remind me of my place in the pecking order, you’ll be sorely disappointed. Fighting is all I do, if I wasn’t good at it, I’d be a little ashamed of myself,” he replied calmly. “That skill of yours… what is it?

“Flight of the Agonizing Dragon. It’s Mythical.”

“I figured… I’ve never been hurt like that by anything else I’ve fought,” he replied. “What level is it? You hit so much harder than I thought… how?”

“Level 110, mostly gained during my life and death struggle against the Hegemony. You’re not the only one who’s a prodigy. I’ll take that as a compliment though,” she said. “Think I’ll be useful on the field of battle now?”

He raised an eyebrow at her.

“You know I didn’t give you your body back simply so you could fight beside me, right?”

“Yes, but I tire of being the damsel-in-distress who needs the mighty warrior to protect her,” she replied. “I was World-Queen until the Hegemony took everything I knew and loved. I admit, my rise to power and the liberation war against the pure-blooded was neither righteous nor pretty, but it was necessary. To sit here and have someone else seek revenge on my behalf, it goes against all I’ve done, against everything I’ve aspired to be.”

“Well, don’t expect me to give you some noble promise about how I’ll be the pillar you can lean upon,” Orodan said. “I love fighting, and I certainly won’t deny a fellow warrior their desire to fight in battle if they want. You’re not stupid, you know what the risks are.”

Her shoulders sagged with relief.

“I see… and Orodan?” she asked.

“Yes?”

“Thank you… for this.”

She meant more than just the fight, Orodan realized.

He grunted in affirmation and the two simply sat there for a bit, basking in the companionable silence.

At least, until W78 chimed in once more.

“Observation: 80% of lunar mass has been eliminated. Solution: Encourage subject to use Time Reversal.”
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The siege of Xian wasn’t as problematic an affair as Orodan thought it would be. With the Celestial Emperor gone, most of the Sovereigns and Transcendents who’d sided with the emperor simply surrendered upon the arrival of the allied force led by Prince Zhou Shan.

The presence of one of the Conclave’s holy knight commanders and the Unity’s prime combat unit helped, yet those were mere reinforcements to the fact that Zhou Shan offered clemency and was the Ascendent Sword Cluster’s only hope for the continuation of a stable and functional government. Being invaded by a foreign force would’ve raised more resistance, but having the prince himself approach was a different thing, which the defenders found much more palatable.

Jian Song had already been taken prisoner, and Jian Yixia and Jian Ren simply turned themselves in.

All in all, it was less dramatic than many in the allied forces thought it’d be. Artillery weapons had been prepared and troops mobilized in preparation for the inevitable storming of Xian, but thankfully, it’d been bloodless and the transition to a new government smooth.

The Puppet Sovereign’s forces had been annihilated by the Hegemony and both he and the Thousand Broom Sovereign had been killed. However, with control of the soul nexus, their resurrection had gone about smoothly enough. Their enemies hadn’t deemed them worth putting any sort of timeline protections upon. In tandem with the Puppet Sovereign, Thousand Broom Sovereign and a few other loyal sons and daughters of the Ascendent Sword Cluster, Prince Zhou Shan declared himself High Sovereign Zhou Shan and changed the Celestial Court to one without an emperor. Ruled instead by a council of Sovereigns and headed by him.

Funny enough, it’d been an off-hand suggestion from Orodan himself during a conversation he’d had with the prince, where he recounted the Republic of his homeworld. In honor of Orodan’s assistance in the reclamation of the Ascendent Sword Cluster, they’d decided to go along with it. The Court’s current system of government simply wasn’t palatable to many, especially the rebels who were the worst victims of Jian Huangdi’s tyrannical Dao.

Xian had been cleansed of any Dao-controlled loyalists of the Celestial Emperor, a coronation had been held in the main palace, and now Orodan stood upon ground that was sacred to Xian and any child of the Ascendent Sword Cluster.

Cultivator’s Peak. Where an important meeting was taking place between the leaders of the three factions and people of note.

“Orodan Wainwright, I would like to once again thank you for bringing my sworn man back from your homeworld,” High Sovereign Zhou Shan said. “Ever since he gave his life defending mine, I’ve been wracked with guilt. Worst still, when I discovered that his soul wasn’t present in the cycle of reincarnation.”

“It’s of no concern,” Orodan replied. “If anything, I owe Jian Yixia a great debt for keeping the location of my homeworld hidden through an obscuration formation.”

“Indeed… yet I’m afraid the formation will not last very long at all,” Jian Yixia said, her voice almost supernaturally calm and melodic. “With the formation under my control, none but I can find Alastaia’s exact location in space. It scrambles the location both spatially and dimensionally. However, the price is its sheer expense.”

It was an obscuring formation that operated on similar principles to the space-interference formation. Space was scattered and rippled about like the waves of the ocean, and even if someone had been to Alastaia once, they couldn’t return without the owner of the formation allowing them to. Any attempts to find his homeworld would simply lead to the seeker being led to some random section of the void instead.

It was convenient. However, it wouldn’t last.

“What’s more, we’ve caught sight of something approaching our galaxy at extreme speeds,” the knight commander of the Conclave said. She’d lowered the intensity of the luminous radiance by a substantial amount, though remained almost blinding to look at. She was one of the Conclave’s strongest combatants, second only to the Captain-General himself. Her contributions during the battle caused Agrimon, the leader of the Hegemony, to remain occupied. “It’s still roughly three weeks away and that’s quite the distance, but preliminary calculations by our astronomers suggest it’s heading for your homeworld.”

Which meant the obscuring formation, even if it was somehow re-fueled, would be useless. The letter from the other time looper had also warned that the Reject—this Administrator descending towards the galaxy—was capable of marking people it touched. And he’d certainly gotten to know it up close and personal.

“All the same, thank you for what you did,” Orodan said, nodding toward the Lute Cultivator who’d obscured his world. “Although, I still find myself pondering on the fact that you and your siblings were left untouched by your eldest brother’s Dao.”

Jian Yixia looked apprehensive, then she mustered the courage to speak up.

“I know that asking for clemency here when I’m surrounded by victims of my brother’s tyranny is just outrageous,” Jian Yixia said, and immediately the clamoring began from the rebel Sovereigns who were part of the newly formed council. “Yet, I must implore you at least try to capture Jian Huangdi. My brother was not always like this… It was only after that dark day where he led the expedition to the black hole at the center of our galaxy. He returned as the sole survivor, and ever since then he has been acting erratically. Foreign visitors were rejected until the discovery of the time looper and any purity and cleaning cultivators who discovered the Eldritch taint were put under the control of his Dao or killed. Yet, he always maintained enough of himself to never raise his Dao against his siblings.”

“But not enough to avoid killing his own son!” the Puppet Sovereign angrily exclaimed, standing up to shout. The man had the most reason to utterly detest Jian Huangdi, after all, he’d been turned into a mind slave and traumatized.

“Enough. Puppet Sovereign, I entirely agree that my father’s actions are abhorrent and have no excuse,” Zhou Shan said, and the man quietened down. “This is an incredibly difficult topic to broach. Jian Huangdi has caused a great deal of suffering to many of his people, and even his own family. Minimizing his actions with the excuse that it was just the Eldritch taint leaves a foul taste in the mouths of those who’ve been most affected by him.”

The Puppet Sovereign gave an angry nod of vehement agreement.

“At the very least,” Orodan said, “I was close to cleansing him during the latest battle we had. If I’d had a bit more time and no interference, then I believe I could’ve succeeded. Of course, it’s also contingent on him respecting the threat I pose and actively avoiding killing me.”

“You too? He tried controlling your mind when you first entered the Ascendent Sword Cluster!” the Puppet Sovereign shouted. “By the heavens, knowing that Yixia wasn’t under control of his Dao makes it even worse! She knowingly led you to Swordmist City to face enslavement at his hands!”

The Puppet Sovereign had a point, Orodan wouldn’t deny it. And even Yixia looked utterly cowed and ashamed of herself at the accusation.

“I… I surrender to whatever punishment you may have. I will not pitifully whine and claim that I was acting under threat,” the Lute Cultivator said. “I have wronged you, Orodan Wainwright.”

“You have… but you also obscured my world, which is helping me greatly now. I’m good at holding a grudge, very good. But… I suppose you’d need to assault my mind yourself to truly earn my ire,” he replied, putting the matter aside.

He hadn’t exactly sworn a vendetta against the archer in Scarmorrow responsible for his very first set of death loops. So why would he swear eternal enmity against her? Even Jian Song—who was most directly responsible for luring Orodan to Xian—he had mostly forgotten about.

“Your heart is big, time looper, but mine is not! Perhaps Yixia can be spared, but in no way shall I tolerate the tyrant Jian Huangdi being spared!” the Puppet Sovereign declared. “I have suffered too much!”

Orodan raised his hands placatingly.

“I won’t deny that you were done grievous harm, but how about this?” he posed. “If I cleanse him, I’ll deliver him to you for justice. It’s not as though I’ll cleanse the Eldritch and simply give him a pat on the back and share tea afterwards. He’ll still have to answer for all he’s done. And whether it was him or the corruption will be a matter decided fairly, I hope.”

The Puppet Sovereign still didn’t look happy, but at the very least the man had no further protests at this planned course of action.

“Regardless, it is best not to count our phoenixes before they’ve hatched. We can discuss the fate of my wretched father once we actually have him captured,” Zhou Shan said. “For now, the true issue we face is the alliance of our mutual enemies. Jian Huangdi is the lesser part of this union. It is the Hegemony and their armies which are of concern.”

The gigantic moon-sized mass of metal in the sky above had sent a small droid down to converse on its behalf, but it was still commanding whenever it spoke, for the entire mass of metal above had its glyphs and frame pulse.

“Directive: Friendship with Orodan Wainwright. Solution: Alliance with Celestial Court and Conclave,” A1, the prime combat unit of the Unity spoke.

In the back of Orodan’s mind, he didn’t know how he was supposed to begin fighting such a thing. Yes, the destructive after-effect of his compressed Spatial Fold might be a good method of delivering large area damage, but who knew if it had countermeasures? It would be a good battle though. Perhaps if he got inside of it like he had with other gigantic creatures he’d fought?

“I concur. The Conclave stands with the Celestial Court and the Unity in opposing our mutual enemies,” the holy knight commander said. “However, we cannot guarantee our siding with Orodan Wainwright himself. We mean no offense, we wish to make no enemy of you, however, we also cannot afford to make an enemy of the Administrator that comes for you.”

“Fair enough. I wouldn’t ask anyone to join me or fight my battles for me,” Orodan said. “Although, can you tell me more about this Administrator? I believe they call it the Reject. What is it? And why does it not simply use spatiomancy to travel to us?”

“The Administrators are the stewards of the System itself, each given some part of its stewardship. Even we do not know much about them, save for the fact that the Reject which pursues you is known to be quite… eccentric,” the knight commander explained. “As for why the Reject cannot travel… we do not know, although there are rumors which only our knight general, and perhaps Agrimon the Wise, our foe and Lord of the Hegemony, might know of.”

Orodan nodded. He’d now heard of the Warrior and the Custodian among the Administrators as well. Were one of those his savior? Still, right here and now, the Reject was his problem, and there wasn’t any help he could rely on against it.

“Then, in the interim, we’re agreed that we must unite to face the Hegemony and Jian Huangdi,” Zhou Shan posed, and the people around the table all nodded.

“The Overking of the Hells and his Devil Kings are also a wildcard of concern,” the knight commander brought up. “They detest us and will no doubt join the side of the Hegemony in a bid to strike against the Light.”

“Directive: Ascertain political affiliation of the Hells. Solution: Scheduled diplomatic meeting,” A1 said as the metal giant above glowed and pulsed.

“What is there to ascertain? They are our foes!” the knight commander shouted.

“Maybe some… but not all. We have heard word that the Third Hell is undergoing some rather… tumultuous political turmoil,” Prince Zhou Shan said. “Two rather powerful factions are going at one another’s necks.”

“And how does that knowledge benefit us in any way? Let them kill one another, and once that ends, they’ll come for us all the same,” the knight commander spat.

“Peace, Lady Sujana. I understand your vows to smite all of demonkind, but we cannot afford to be reckless when the prospect of the Hegemony allying with the Hells is looking likelier by the day,” Zhou Shan calmly explained. “The last thing we need is a galaxy-spanning war… and who knows what other allies my father and the Hegemony will enlist? Ever are the covetous dwarves sniffing for the highest bidder, willing mercenaries for any wars.”

“You speak sense, High Sovereign, but what purpose does us entering the Hells serve? From what we’ve seen, both Devil Kings Gutriyaz and Saathmaraz hate the time looper for the power he wields,” the Thousand Broom Sovereign spoke up. “He would enter only to face certain death right away.”

“Not unless… he could amend that Celestial skill to not just clean… but restore.”

The prince’s words surprised even Orodan.

“Information: Unit has informed High Sovereign of subject: Orodan Wainwright’s capabilities. Plan of action formulated,” W78 intoned.

“Your metallic friend here tells me that you could possibly restore something to its original state altogether. Not through Time Reversal… but through cleaning,” the prince said.

“Potentially… I’m still training my abilities,” Orodan said, not understanding where this was going.

“Allow me to explain,” the prince said, gesturing for an illusion cultivator to present a diagram. “The current species of Arch-Devil, they suffer from what we know as cold-blooded logic. They barely feel any emotions besides hatred and amusement. This is something their entire race suffered collectively in an ancient event known as the first treachery. Where a being they refer to as the Great Betrayer irrevocably altered their entire race.”

Orodan recalled the devils speaking of this being. Just how powerful would one have to be in order to change an entire race? Was that why both Devil Kings wanted him permanently dealt with right away? More importantly, he was beginning to understand what the High Sovereign might want him to do.

“You want me to reverse it? For the entire race?”

“Reverse it, yes. For the entire race? No. Not now at least,” Zhou Shan said, causing the knight commander to frown. “There is a particular being I want you to try and reverse this alteration upon, however. One who was struck hardest by it. A being known as the Script King. Do this, and the demons will not only stop seeing you as an existential threat, but the promise of them having their alterations reversed… it might just grant the rest of the galaxy a reprieve from their constant conquests.”

“And how are we to enter and get close enough to this Script King to do this?” Zaessythra asked. “I doubt they will simply let us in.”

“The Devil King you fought upon the moon, Gutriyaz, is the leader of a decently powerful faction among the Hells. I have… managed to establish contact with him and let him know of our intentions. The Unity has offered to get us to a meeting with them, two weeks from now,” Zhou Shan said. “We shall journey to X2, a world of theirs, and then travel into the Third Hell.”

“You’re in contact with a Devil King!” the knight commander protested.

“Better we be in contact with them than in an all-out war against them, Jian Huangdi, and the Hegemony!” the Thousand Broom Sovereign yelled.

“You should not speak when your Puppet Sovereign here allowed himself to be possessed!”

The meeting devolved into shouting, accusations, and threats from there.

“Enough!” Zhou Shan roared, causing the bickering parties to quiet down. “Our communications are infrequent and we are still working on this. Devil King Gutriyaz’s rivals are also seeking to hamper our efforts. If Orodan were to succeed… it would empower that faction above the others. We must move carefully, but that meeting is still two weeks away and not the most pressing concern we have.”

“I would hope we have some pressing concerns. I don’t relish the thought of sitting around and waiting for two weeks,” Orodan said.

“You most certainly will not. In fact, we have need of your unique time looping ability. Our spies have informed me of a novel opportunity to strike an early blow against the Hegemony and learn more of their arsenal… specifically… that weapon of theirs. The one which nearly struck you in the last battle,” Zhou Shan explained, and Orodan clearly recalled what might’ve been his end. Even if a small part of him wanted to test himself against it. “It can destroy the absolute inner core of a soul. Something utterly forbidden by the System, and which will cause the descent of the Administrators. However, when dealing with a time looper, from their perspective, it’s better to act first and beg for forgiveness later.”

“We’re going to destroy this weapon, then? A shame, I was hoping to get some training in against it,” Orodan said, and to the side, Zaessythra gave him a look of utter bafflement as though he was mad.

Even Zhou Shan’s palm met his face, and the High Sovereign shook his head.

“Orodan… please focus. That thing will permanently end anyone if it lands a clean hit on an unprotected soul,” Zhou Shan said. “Our spy network suggests that they have one of them on Narictus.”

The world which that True Vampire and furry man-beast had come from.

“Alright, alright. So, what, you want me to go to the world of vampires and furry beasts and rampage for a bit before grabbing it?”

“And have half the Hegemony and its military descend on your head?” Zhou Shan asked, although Orodan didn’t see what was wrong with the idea. If that Administrator was watching him and the theory held true that he would receive a checkpoint before a major battle… then it was the perfect opportunity to truly cause a ruckus.

“Then what do you want me to do?”

“Simple, we plan on outfitting you, Zaessythra, and your friend, W78, in disguises. You’ll infiltrate Narictus and steal the Hegemony’s weapon.”

Orodan’s jaw dropped.

“You can’t be serious! This buffoon can’t be trusted to hold a disguise!” Zaessythra protested.

“Directive: Infiltrate Narictus and steal enemy war asset. Solution: Solo operation without Orodan Wainwright recommended.”

What manner of rag-tag and motley crew was this? Orodan would do better alone in this situation!

Zhou Shan himself laughed at their stupidity and then calmed himself.

“My friends, it will be fine. The enemy weapon is something that takes a decent amount of wind-up to prepare, and we have certain… countermeasures planned, to prevent that thing hitting you,” Zhou Shan explained. “In fact, it takes a week to prepare. Which means…”

“I have as many tries as it takes to get this right,” Orodan said.

A feral smile popped up on his face even as Zaessythra was cursing her luck.

Donning a disguise? In his opinion, he was pretty good at it, even if the System and everyone else didn’t agree.

Breaking into a planet and robbing them of an important weapon, however?

That he could do.
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It was later that night, as he sat poring over a book on Dimensionalism, and Zaessythra sat across from him reading a text on transformations or some nonsense, that another ‘messenger’ entered the room.

Orodan sensed it as the ‘woman’ entered, and he simply took the letter from the illusion’s hands.

‘Dear time looper,

I see you’ve narrowly avoided disaster yet again. I do not know how you continually manage to defy the odds in such a manner, but you’ve greatly intrigued me. Might I remind you that your permanent doom approaches in roughly three weeks? The advice to flee and seek refuge in a nearby galaxy still stands. Still, if you can’t manage that, do come by the Vystaxium Galaxy, specifically, to the Yellow Moon Cluster. There, within the Colodon System, seek out the Blackworth Collective and you’ll find the help you need.

Also, your actions in the river of time have caused trembles enough to be felt by me from a distance. You nearly ruined a spell of mine. Please try to be considerate and keep it down.

Signed, Someone in a Similar Situation’

“Would it kill you to be considerate?” Zaessythra asked. “You’re bothering your neighbor.”

“I reversed the river for you, you annoying dragon!”

“Excuses for your rude behavior,” she said with an irksome and smug smirk.

Just for that, he would give her as many headaches as possible tomorrow.

After all, it was time to break and enter.


Chapter 13
Break & Enter I


“I know, I know, it’s pretty good, isn’t it?” Orodan asked.

And for a moment, the parlor was entirely silent. Zaessythra looked awestruck, the pulsing glyphs upon W78’s frame spoke of a pattern of new information… and the other person in the room was speechless too.

“You… that’s…” Zaessythra muttered.

“Information entered into database. Observation: Subject attempting to interfere with enemy facial recognition. Predicted effectiveness: 0%,” W78 stated.

“W-what!” Orodan protested.

“You’re wearing a damn rag over your head!” Zaessythra shouted as her wings shook with outrage. “At least take this seriously! How does a washcloth with eye holes cut out make a disguise?”

“Why not? Aren’t we going to a world of vampires, werewolves, and necromancers? Surely, I can pretend to be a walking corpse or something?” Orodan asked.

“Compared to the deathly pallor of an actual corpse, your bronzed complexion isn’t fooling anyone,” Zaessythra said. “You’d have more success pretending to be an actual necromancer.”

“I can bring back the dead, doesn’t that make me a fine hand at the necromantic arts?” Orodan asked.

“No, you’d fail because you bring them back completely.”

“That just makes me the best necromancer around,” Orodan declared.

Was it not true? Necromancers empowered and bound a corpse to their service. Even if things went well and the necromancer was exceedingly skilled, it was still inferior to what the regular flesh and blood body was capable of. At least, if the skills of the previous body were brought into the comparison.

With Time Reversal, he technically brought corpses back to life, and in far better condition than any undead minion. Therefore, from a certain radical perspective, Orodan was a necromancer. Even if he hated them far too much to ever seriously label himself one.

“No, that just makes you a bizarre idiot wearing a re-purposed towel over his head,” Zaessythra said.

Finally, the other inhabitant in the parlor with them broke their silence.

“In an odd way, I can see the effectiveness, provided you applied ashes and disguising agents to your skin,” the woman said. “After all, the more civilized necromancers of Narictus often follow the cultural practice of covering the faces of their minions. A bit of respect for their service in death.”

This woman was the leading cultivator of the Dao of Disguise within the Ascendent Sword Cluster. It was a rather esoteric Dao, and cultivators of competence often specialized in the Dao of Illusions instead. As a result, the woman was only at the Grandmaster-level in her Dao.

There’d been much discussion among the Sovereign Council of the Celestial Court, and the decision was made to avoid using anyone specializing in the Dao of Illusion. Even though there were Transcendents of the art, the problem with illusion was that it left a very noticeable trace of energy no matter what energy source fueled it. Narictus was bound to have scans which detected illusions, and even high-level illusory weaves had small things which could be detected by keen eyes and specialized wards and devices.

A disguise, on the other hand, was something that could allow hiding in plain sight. And a world was a massive place, particularly one the size of Narictus. Not everywhere would be heavily watched, and people wouldn’t scrutinize them too closely at all times depending on how they entered.

“Indeed, we read all about it during the boring—” a slap was delivered to the back of his head. “I mean, during the interesting study of Narictus’s culture, politics, and history.”

“We’re grateful for the opportunity to learn more,” Zaessythra said, not looking at all bothered that she’d just smacked Orodan upside the head. Honestly, sometimes he wondered why he even tolerated the haughty half-dragon woman. Orodan supposed her actions in sacrificing herself for him had something to do with it. “That being said, even if Orodan’s disguise somehow holds up, what of the rest of us? I have very little skill in necromancy…”

“And yet, you kept up the sham of being Exus Baldrimon,” Orodan said. In hindsight, her alibi of being an ancient necromancer had been questionable when she couldn’t give any relevant knowledge of necromancy.

“Who?” the disguiser asked.

“Never mind him,” Zaessythra said, deflecting the question and looking embarrassed.

“In any case, avoiding any displays of necromantic potential shouldn’t be too difficult. Many necromancers have other skills they rely upon for combat, and it’s no oddity upon Narictus to see one capable of raising dead also display other combat skills,” the disguiser said. “If anything, it would add prestige to yourself.”

In fact, one might think that a world of vampires, werewolves, and necromancers would place great prestige upon the particular schools of magic that were in-line with the mood. Talented practitioners of other fields of magic were just as prized.

Yes, Narictus’s history was one of the blood curse and undeath, however, the history books oft spoke of individuals specialized in the very counters of vampires working alongside them. A powerful mage or a mighty warrior would be revered and offered many riches, and perhaps even the ‘gift’ of vampirism if they wanted it. A swift induction and marriage into one of the royal families of the Midnight Court would then follow.

“Something we’re distinctly trying to avoid,” Zaessythra said.

“Why? The more eyes we draw, the better, no?” Orodan posed.

“If possible, I’d rather not have an entire planet chasing me down with additional reinforcements minutes away,” Zaessythra countered, and Orodan simply huffed in disappointment. Causing trouble for an entire planet sounded fun. “Besides, our objective is to get inside, grab the weapon, and leave. Unnecessary fighting isn’t our goal.”

“I certainly won’t say no to a good fight, though.”

“Think of more than just yourself,” Zaessythra said. “Your brash antics will get not only I, but your friend, W78, killed as well.”

In response, Orodan could only huff. He’d been mostly joking, of course. His own death was but an afterthought. Be it temporary, returning him to Ogdenborough, or permanent, the kind the Reject threatened to mete out. Orodan feared oblivion not.

But the thought of Zaessythra or W78 dying swiftly sobered him from his battle lust.

“I understand. Still, you’ve all agreed to this mad plan that will more than likely result in my death many times over,” Orodan said. “And that means it will all reset, and your experiences and memories will be undone. You’re… okay with this?”

“I’ve come to accept the reality of the time loop you’re in, even if I can’t remember any of it,” she replied.

“Information: Unit incapable of existential dread. Unit lacks emotional response module,” W78 answered.

Orodan sighed.

He would genuinely have preferred to do this alone. Yet, if any two people were suited to join him, these two lunatics were closest to fitting the bill.

“Your lighthearted jests on the eve of an impossible task are both inspiring and concerning,” the disguise cultivator said. “Now come, I still have to put the finishing touches upon these outfits of yours.”

Another twenty minutes of work passed as the disguise cultivator worked on Orodan, Zaessythra, and W78, each in a separate stall. Her assistants worked on the other two, while she focused on Orodan.

Even by his standards, the thought of pretending to be a corpse was a stupid one. Except, the one disguising them claimed it could certainly work. To that end, all manner of strange concoctions, ashes, and herbs were slathered over his body with a brush. Someone else might’ve felt a bit shy about it, but he’d fought unclothed enough times to not care, and the woman was a consummate professional.

There were some problems, however.

“The binding agent doesn’t work… Do you have some kind of defensive skill active?” the disguise cultivator asked.

“No? Why should I—” Orodan muttered and then came to a realization. Vision of Purity saw what was going on. “Never mind. Rather, my body isn’t composed of regular cells like a normal being of flesh and blood. The binding agent is likely designed to react with the cells, isn’t it?”

“Quite so. That is… unique. But this only gives me the opportunity to hone my art further,” she said while cracking her knuckles and producing an Alchemy set from her spatial ring.

She set to producing ingredients and brewing.

“Hope you don’t mind the fumes,” she said. “I’ll also try not to get any splatter on your sensitive bits.”

Orodan sighed and shook his head. Yes, he was unclothed, and yes, she’d chosen to just begin an impromptu alchemical session in the stall anyways. Not that he minded.

“It doesn’t matter anyways. If the concoction wouldn’t harm the sturdiest part of my body, then it can’t hurt the most vulnerable either,” Orodan replied. With Absolute Body Composition, he had no weak points on his physical form. Blowing his head off was the same as chopping off an arm. “Besides, what level is your Alchemy at? You shouldn’t be having any spatter or accidents, not for something so simple.”

“Oh? You dabble in the arts as well?” she asked. “I have yet to form the Dao of Alchemy proper, but have many of the skills I plan on coalescing into it. My spirit flame is past the Adept-level, and I’ve been focusing on its development more than I have my advancements in Alchemy. As for the overarching skill itself, it’s on the cusp of reaching the Elite-level.”

Such shoddy alchemic handling when her Alchemy was near-Elite? It only reinforced the fact that people could have different perspectives and levels of ability in a skill, even at the same level. In his opinion, she was a bit shoddy in her workmanship. An Alastaian alchemist wouldn’t be as careless or messy at the same level. However, despite the skill levels, the two entirely different traditions of Alchemy likely produced separate results. Skill levels could only reveal so much, and they were no guarantee of exact parity.

“I’ve heard of the spirit flames your alchemists use, and I’m aware that different factions within our galaxy have access to different skills. However, I’m also told that Alchemy is one of those skills that isn’t restricted to anyone,” Orodan said, prompting her to nod. “Then, what skills do you use for your Alchemy?”

“Aside from the basic Alchemy, which you also possess, I utilize Cauldron Intent and Wind Intent to control the alchemical process in a finer manner,” she answered.

“Cauldron Intent?” Orodan’s eyebrow quirked. “Do you empower it with Qi? How does that work?”

He used Shield Intent himself to generate a powerful shield light capable of stopping disgusting amounts of damage from his enemies. Of course, his was empowered by his soul, a feat that was a step above the baser method of empowering it with Qi.

“You would be correct. Cauldron Intent involves using Qi to alter the nature of the cauldron in which we brew, having it do much of the work for us. However, my attainments in the soul arts aren’t near enough to let me fuel it with soul energy like you can. Alas, I can only dream for now. Yet, one day I might be capable of it, after all, one has naught but time as an immortal.”

And that was another thing about the Masters and Grandmasters of the Ascendent Sword Cluster… they essentially lived forever. Transcendent Life and Time cultivators simply kept people in the prime of their lives and aging wasn’t a concern. A stark contrast from his homeworld of Alastaia where human Grandmasters met their natural deaths past the three-thousand-year mark. Supposedly, this woman was twelve thousand years old. And yet, the Grandmasters he knew from Alastaia were more capable than her in some skills while being under three thousand years of age themselves.

Orodan didn’t voice his thoughts on immortality leading to complacency and slower growth. To the cultivators of this world, Alastaia would be seen as a backwater wild planet where immortality among the elite wasn’t widespread. Although, perhaps the pressures and harsh realities of a backwater world weren’t without merit.

“Interesting. Where I’m from, I’ve seen plenty of enchanted cauldrons, expensively warded alchemical workshops, multiple assistants, and all manner of supporting equipment and methods, but this is the first time I’ve seen a skill which manipulates the container itself into aiding the alchemic process,” Orodan said. “My early attempts at Alchemy often destroyed the container. Would your Cauldron Intent solve such problems?”

“You surmise correctly,” she replied. “Cauldron Intent is one of the backbones of Alchemy for us cultivators. Perhaps less than a handful of those following the Dao of Alchemy have formed the skill without it.”

It was all quite interesting to consider. In some ways, the cultivators of the Ascendent Sword Cluster had a very individualistic alchemic tradition. On Alastaia, Alchemy oft involved assistants, supporting apparatus, and heavily enchanted workshops which were expensive to even maintain let alone operate. Solo Alchemy existed back home, but was the domain of journeymen and aspiring alchemists who were experimenting or learning. The truly high-level concoctions involved a Grandmaster working with multiple assistants.

Here, it was more individualistic, with even high-level concoctions being brewed by a single cultivator, and the rare collaboration involving two alchemists working on the same thing while still maintaining individualism.

The universe was a big place, and he hadn’t really gotten the chance to explore it. Which was a shame, because Xian and the Ascendent Sword Cluster were themselves a place Orodan could spend centuries venturing and never learn everything about. It reminded Orodan he wouldn’t mind throwing himself into a few loops of crafting and exploring once more. Unfortunately, the coming conflicts took center stage, but he wouldn’t mind simply sitting down and honing his various crafts. At least once battle and the prospect of permanent death weren’t looming above his head.

“Anyhow, you say that your cells are different and can’t be affected through regular concoctions, correct?” she asked, and Orodan nodded. “Good. This new disguising agent I’ve concocted won’t need to interact with your cells to function.”

“I see it… it’s meant to be a self-sealing film which will spread over the surface of my skin and form a layer, correct?”

“Good eye, yes, that’s right. It’s a clingy film that’ll make your skin look deathly pale, and your eyes those of the deceased,” she replied. “However, any sort of exaggerated movement will cause it to lose efficacy.”

“If I’m being honest, that’s all but guaranteed with what we’ll be doing,” Orodan said, and the woman only sighed. “I’ll be wearing this bag over my head anyways, so perhaps they’ll take a while to notice even if the substance comes off. Though, if you don’t mind… could I get the recipe for this?”

She handed him a small scroll from her spatial ring which he quickly perused. The contents were committed to his memory and the scroll then returned.

Five more minutes of work, and Orodan’s disguise was ready; he clothed himself and left the stall, only to immediately receive a message.

[Disguise 8 → Disguise 9]

One of the attendants nearby who’d spotted him looked genuinely startled.

Success! And the fact that the skill had gone up meant it wasn’t the disguise cultivator’s work, but the stealthy mask he donned which had done the trick.

Truly, the System and his friends underestimated the sleeping giant in the arts of subterfuge.

Yes, she recognized him immediately after, but so what? It had worked for a few moments at least, which was progress.

Zaessythra was outside waiting, and the only reason Orodan knew it was her was because of the horns protruding from her head, from which various regal and ornate trinkets now hung.

Upon regaining her body, she’d taken to wearing heavy armor fitted specifically to her. This was now replaced with a dark and foreboding robe bearing various sigils, most prominent of which was the symbol of a blood moon on the back just beneath her wings. And strapped across her back, a large scroll which was about half her height.

She gave him an assessing look, and seemed to give the disguise cultivator an ominous stare once they walked out of the changing booth.

What was that about?

“I must say, I prefer the armored look better, although the mysterious necromancer look isn’t the worst,” Orodan said. “You almost make me like them… almost.”

“Blending in as a visiting guest of the Midnight Court is to our advantage, particularly with the symbol of House Varachma upon my robes. They’re known to often hire and host mercenaries, scholars, and dignitaries from other worlds and factions,” Zaessythra replied. “We don’t need the disguise to last long-term, only until we succeed in retrieving that weapon.”

Excromon—one of the dragon Transcendents of the Hegemony who Orodan had fought—hated any manner of draconic half-breed. The Transcendent dragon was one of the Hegemony’s more powerful members, and half-dragons of any sort had been driven to complete extinction on a majority of the Hegemony’s worlds because of it.

A majority, but not all.

Particularly, not on Narictus, whose strongest being was another leading figure within the Hegemony. Their existence on the world of the Midnight Court was reportedly a source of friction with Excromon, yet the Transcendent dragon could do little when it meant offending another powerful Transcendent vampire of the Hegemony.

On Narictus, half-dragons were in fact seen with great prestige and lured with tantalizing offers to join the royal houses of the Midnight Court. The prodigious energy generation capabilities of dragons also extended to any half-dragon species. It was an asset any faction would want on their side in battle. And some of Narictus’s most powerful beings were those of already mighty species who’d then accepted the gift of vampirism or married into a vampiric noble house.

Orodan’s blood sang at the thought of battling a vampiric half-dragon. His reading of Narictus’s history and the texts on broader galactic politics had been enlightening.

“Fair enough. Although, I can’t say I pictured you being a necromancer,” Orodan said. “And what’s with the scroll on your back? Some sort of weapon?”

“Information: Unit has undergone frame adaptation to improve probability of successful mission,” a familiar voice intoned.

“T-that’s you, W78! Don’t tell me she did that to you!” Orodan exclaimed in false outrage.

“Don’t be ridiculous. If I hurt W78, who else will help me rein you and your antics in?” Zaessythra remarked. “It’s inside the scroll case and changed form of its own volition.”

“Directive: Infiltrate world, designation—Narictus. Secure enemy weapon, exfiltrate.”

“I’ll contest the accusation that I get up to antics,” Orodan said. “If anything, my battling has helped us get this far.”

“And it could also lead to great disaster for us when on an enemy world surrounded by foes with no avenue for escape,” Zaessythra fired back.

The double doors leading to the parlor opened, and High Sovereign Zhou Shan walked in, flanked by the Puppet Sovereign and the Thousand Broom Sovereign. Behind them was the knight commander of the Conclave, her luminosity brightening the already bright parlor.

“Your friend speaks true, Orodan Wainwright. This is a mission of caution where the stakes are high,” Zhou Shan said. “For as long as I can remember, the Hegemony have been neck-and-neck with the Conclave for the position of the strongest faction in our galaxy. In a straightforward battle, we would be hard-pressed to win, especially when the Celestial Emperor, our faction’s mightiest Transcendent, is now on the side of the enemy. Your very existence works to our advantage as the foe wishes not to confront you for fear of you using the time loop against them… yet we need to seek more advantages and deny our enemies their own. To that end, the first step is the procurement of this deadly weapon.”

“Do we know where it is?” Orodan asked. “I’m aware that A1 and the Unity’s intelligence network allow us to know of its general location, but is that as specific as it gets?”

“Unfortunately so. That weapon, even in its inert state, causes the subtle backdrop of the System to function erratically. Nothing detrimental to yourself, but noticeable, and it can be tracked by those that know how,” Zhou Shan said. “The distortion is what makes it noticeable in a general area, yet it’s also what prevents specific tracking. At least, without warriors on the ground.”

“And the one on Narictus is the only one we can reach?”

“Unless you’d prefer to assault the Hegemony’s prime world and battle their entire army by yourself,” Zhou Shan said, and then quickly put a hand up to stop Orodan’s declaration that he’d love nothing more. “The endeavor will doubtlessly lead to your death, and likely a permanent one. We don’t know what those foul artifacts they use are, but they’re dangerous, and the records we have of them suggest their origin is quite otherworldly. They possess two, and the one on Narictus is the least risky for us to reach.”

Orodan would have to examine these weapons for himself, then. Much as he wanted to rampage against the midnight world directly, the two people relying on him wouldn’t appreciate that.

“Fine. I’ll go to Narictus, and I’ll retrieve this weapon for our forces,” Orodan declared.

“We will go to Narictus. Yes, you’re a mighty time looper, but don’t write us off so quickly,” Zaessythra said. “I’ve been alongside you through some rather apocalyptic situations already, some I remember, some only you do.”

Orodan could say nothing more to that. Although he silently renewed his vow that he would let nobody else die on his behalf if he could help it.

“You know, if you’re so concerned about losing me to some esoteric assault which causes permanent harm, then why send me to Narictus to begin with?” Orodan asked. “You know me and my proclivity for battle… you aren’t concerned that I’ll be drawn into a fight and dealt a grievous blow?”

“Indeed, I am. As a matter of fact, we all are,” Zhou Shan said. “Which is why Knight Commander Sujana here has loaned one of the Conclave’s soul shattering weapons to us. I’m told the destruction of your soul’s outer layer isn’t an issue.”

“So, you do want me to die endlessly against the Hegemony’s forces? Why not send me alone then?”

“Because your judgement on when you should die to reset the loop is spotty at best, and deranged at worst,” Zaessythra said. “This fail-safe weapon… will be operated by me.”

Orodan gave her a flat look.

She only stared back.

“If this is revenge for all the times⁠—”

“No, it isn’t. And I would appreciate it if you didn’t make light of the responsibility in my hands,” she interjected. “Amusing as it may seem, I don’t actually enjoy the thought of killing you. If I sense you’ve called forth enemies who could capture you or cause permanent harm… I’ll be employing the weapon.”

“What if there’s a chance I survive it?” Orodan asked.

“Considering it detonates with power enough to rival the explosion of a soul nexus, I doubt it.”

An explosion capable of destroying a star system then. Utter overkill, and something he wasn’t anywhere near being able to survive yet.

“It’s a great burden upon us as well,” Lady Sujana, Knight Commander of the Conclave said. “Galactic treaties between all major factions technically prohibit the destruction of entire star systems, and such wanton devastation can draw the ire of the Administrators. Agreeing to utilize it for the purpose of preventing your capture or permanent maiming is a great show of faith on our end, Orodan Wainwright.”

“I appreciate all you’re doing to aid me. For my part, I can only move forward and give this task my all,” Orodan said. “Still, given that you’re arming Zaessythra with destructive power rivalling a soul nexus explosion, this disguise farce seems a bit pointless, no?”

“Far from it. We know you’ll die; however, the disguise is to set you up with multiple avenues of operation should you so choose,” Zhou Shan said. And finally, the real intent was clear to Orodan. “Orodan Wainwright… we not only want you to steal the enemy’s weapon, but also to strike as great a blow to the enemy during your mission as possible. Slaughter every enemy Transcendent, kill all their Gods… sow as much war damage to Narictus as possible during the short time you’ll have before the enemy’s response. Take heed of the enemy’s locations, their proclivities, their strengths and weaknesses… repeat the loop as many times as necessary to deal the perfect blow to the enemy to start off this war.”

A shimmering dimensional passage opened, and through the warped haze of shifting dimensional boundaries, Orodan could vaguely see a land of darkness, and the ripples of three bright moons overlooking a world where the night was eternal. This was no mere spatiomancy, it was a combination of dimensional ability and subterfuge which would be far harder to detect.

To the side, Zaessythra nodded, and Orodan understood what the assignment really was.

Here, in this parlor, he would return and re-convene after each attempt. Information would be shared, disguises re-adjusted if needed, and additional equipment ferried along if required. Then, there was only one thing he had left to do.

He closed his eyes and spoke.

“I know you’re watching. Whoever you are, whatever you are… if there was ever a time to play your hand and set a checkpoint, it would be now.”

For a straight minute nothing happened, and Orodan almost wondered if he’d overestimated how much he was being watched.

Then he felt that familiar alien feeling well up from within his soul, as though it came from the very pits of the System parts. And with it, the vision of his benefactor, wielding hammer and orb. Though its eyes held a look of warning yet again, as though urging him to be careful.

[Checkpoint Set]

It hadn’t steered him wrong yet. He would heed it.

“I’m ready. Let’s go.”

“The passage will take you to the wilderness farthest away from any locations of enemy strength. We shall await your return,” Zhou Shan said. “The enemy can normally detect the presence of a Celestial skill bearer, to that end, Lady Sujana and I will be working to weave the ripples you produce and misdirect our foes into thinking you’re elsewhere.”

Orodan nodded, appreciative of that. He still hadn’t really learned how to control the emissions of his Celestial skill. As it stood, it was akin to sending out a constant signal to anyone that he was there. He took one final look around, at the High Sovereign, the Conclave’s knight commander, and the disguise cultivator, and then… the merry band of three took one step into the dimensional passage before it swallowed them up.

[Dimensionalism 20 → Dimensionalism 21]

The shifting dimensional layers wobbled them about a bit, and they took steps onto ground in various dimensions before finally settling.

The grass wasn’t green.

That was the first thing Orodan noticed. It was a tawny color, and the surrounding flora were in shades of yellow, orange, or brown. Some of the plant-life glowed with a subtle aura of mana and world energy, and the life in the area seemed quite different to what he was used to upon Alastaia.

The chief difference being that there was no sun. He’d read that the three moons of Narictus cast light unto the planet at all times, no matter where they were, and the world itself never received any direct sunlight. The convoluted methods through which this was possible weren’t something he dwelled on. This was all part of a gigantic planetary ward which blocked out the sun, and instead, only moonlight shone upon the surface.

The nearby wildlife looked mostly normal. They also had strange and mystifying aesthetics, which either helped them to camouflage easier under moonlight, or boasted strange organs which seemed to absorb the light of the moon.

It didn’t affect him, but Orodan noted objectively that it was cold. The lack of a sun might’ve played a part in that. Still, he wondered how people got by if it was colder across the entire world in general; at least, without skills to negate it.

High above, overlooking Narictus and illuminating the landscape, were the three moons. Red, white, and yellow.

It was pretty.

“Well don’t spend all night gawking, the flora and fauna don’t exactly seem friendly,” Zaessythra said as she casually plucked a thorny blade of grass out from the ground. It wriggled in her hands and seemed utterly paralyzed with fear at having a Transcendent hold it. “If I recall, this species of grass can drain the blood of a common man dry in seconds.”

“Good thing neither of us are average humans,” Orodan said. She was a half-dragon, and he’d changed his body composition to become better suited for combat. “A bit on the nose for a world of vampires to possess bloodsucking grass, isn’t it?”

“Analysis: Predatory floral species. Information added to database. Scanning… nearby settlement detected. Six hundred miles,” W78 intoned. There were no glowing glyphs to indicate his friend was speaking, so the explanation was as though a ghost was talking. “Directive: Secure enemy weapon and exfiltrate. Solution: Seek out settlement, acquire information.”

“You can scan out to six hundred miles?” Orodan asked. His own Vision of Purity was decent, but nowhere near that range. Admittedly, his was a skill specialized in finding the most minute of imperfections, while W78’s skill was one meant for long-distance scanning and reconnaissance. Still, it was mighty impressive. “Nice work, W78!”

“Information: Unit possesses first-generation scanning and module technology. High level of skill synergy with technology,” it intoned.

First-generation? Wouldn’t that make it older?

“Anyhow, time to move, let’s see if we can’t reach that settlement,” Zaessythra said.

“You’re acting rather carefree for someone who’s just stepped onto an enemy world,” Orodan remarked. “Shouldn’t you be verifying the surroundings, launching magical scans of your own, and attempting to scramble our position?”

The county militia’s basic training had included the theory work on clandestine operations and movement through the wilderness behind enemy lines. Not that he or any of the low-level militia had ever gotten the chance to employ it, and it was no more than theory, but he still knew the principles.

“All of my detection abilities are magical. I could map out the surrounding two thousand miles perfectly… and promptly trip many sensors and wards within that range,” she answered. “Plus, any trackers at the Grandmaster-level and up would sense me if I sent such a pulse out. Still, before I deploy the weapon, I’ll be sure to launch an overpowered scan and map out as much as I can. Your mind can hold the information anyways, can it not?”

“Treating my mind like a journal, are you?” Orodan asked and then sighed. “I’d normally abhor the thought, but I suppose I trust you.”

She made a show of turning around just to roll her eyes at him.

“Considering that a version of me died for you, that would be the least you could do.”

They bantered and spoke as they headed toward the settlement. They were in a clearing within a deep and dark forest, whose trees put any he’d seen upon Alastaia to shame. The local fauna included animals such as nervous rabbits, deer, and the occasional snarling wolf or bear. There were even some ferocious giant spiders and centipedes that made lairs and webs in certain parts. However, these animals looked far more nervous and afraid of their surroundings than an animal in an Alastaian forest might. They weren’t just predators, but prey. As though they feared something.

That fear came in the form of the supernatural side of the forest. The atmosphere within was eerie and haunting, and Vision of Purity and his mastery of the soul arts allowed him to pick up numerous wraiths and actual ghosts wandering about. Anyone else wandering the forest would’ve rightfully been scared and shortly killed by one of its many denizens.

And then…

…there were Orodan, Zaessythra, and W78.

Wolves and bears ran for the hills. Spiders fled to the very tops of the trees, and the centipedes skittered as deep underground as they could manage. The wraiths and ghosts wisely became silent as their party walked through and the few that were stupid enough to approach were paralyzed by fear upon actually seeing the three.

Yes, it was a spooky forest. But Orodan was enjoying the scenery. And nothing within it could really threaten someone of his level. Scary forests and dark caves could be a real threat, and he’d often died deep underground during his earlier loops, but it hadn’t changed the fact that he was a warrior, made for battle. Where others would succumb to fear or be wary of such nefarious environs, he instead relished the thought of meeting the monsters within and having a good fight.

The supernatural beings of the forest were wise to run.

W78 analyzed the landscape as they hiked, noting efficient paths through the thicket and providing snippets of information as it catalogued the various plants, animals, and supernatural things. Spatiomancy was out of the question, as it would be detected, and Zaessythra at least compromised that once they knew where things were and what response might come their way, it would be on the table. For now, the standard hike through the wilderness was their method of travel. Something Orodan was quite used to and relished, having often gone on patrols of the woods surrounding Ogdenborough in his time with the militia. A trek was a nice way to pass the time.

Tracking the emission of mana, soul energy, or Qi was a simple and reliable method of detecting things. And emissions where there should be none would likely alarm any detection systems or people who were on the lookout.

At one point, Orodan began to notice the taint of necromantic energy suffusing the plants, wildlife, and very ground, but of course he was barred from using his Celestial skill lest the emissions of soul energy also be detected. Narictus was famed for its prevalence of vampires, necromancers, and werewolves. The soul arts were focused upon heavily, and the likelihood of meeting Transcendents of Soul Mastery or other soul skills was very high.

His Pathfinding skill had gained three levels over the course of the trek, and they’d finally arrived. In the distance, a village of… undead?

Undead minions with glowing green eyes shambled about carrying heavy boxes and pushing carts. Many were human corpses, though there were reanimated trolls and ogres, and even a four-armed Demonic Berserker mindlessly standing guard next to an overseeing necromancer.

What was even more surreal… was the fact that a little girl was running in circles around the Demonic Berserker and occasionally going for a ride atop the back of one of the undead trolls. She wasn’t the only one so at ease with the undead either.

The few humans in sight seemed relaxed. None were laborers, they all had some manner of skilled trade, and the hard labor was being done by the undead. All in all, they actually looked happy.

“As expected, to hear and read about it is one thing, but to see it is another,” Zaessythra said. “A world where vampirism and undeath serve the common mortal instead of oppressing them. Why defy the Midnight Court at all when they provide a good life for those living under their rule…”

“So, they aren’t evil and monstrous?” Orodan asked. “I’m half-tempted to walk over to that Demonic Berserker and eradicate it where it stands.”

“No, that would be too early… and these are just common people, folk who have nothing to do with the Hegemony or our enemies,” Zaessythra said. “Necromancy, much like any branch of magic, is but a tool. What it’s used for determines the morality. Anyhow, you’re supposed to be my undead minion, so start acting like it. I’ll do the talking.”

Orodan nodded, and soon, he and Zaessythra were walking down the paved path toward the overseeing necromancer who was in control of the undead.

Some of the small children pointed at her wings, and their eyes widened the moment they saw the blood moon symbol on the back of her robes. They became silent and their parents ushered them inside.

The overseeing necromancer caught sight of them and warily approached.

“May the moons guide you, esteemed one. What may our humble village do for you? Does House Varachma require anything of us?” the man asked. “Our lord is away on a hunt.”

The man looked to be a regular human. He didn’t look scared, malnourished, or unhappy. Rather, he looked well-fed and healthy. And he was also a necromancer, given the glowing green energies swirling around his hands and the flasks of mana potions on his belt. Orodan sensed the man was around the Elite-level, but that was nothing in the grand scheme of things.

“Your liege lord, who is it? Where is this place?” Zaessythra asked.

“Ah, apologies, my lady… This is the village of Moonstele, our lord, Sir Osrach, is a knight in the service of House Evgaros,” the man answered. “With us being so close to the cursed Fraakshal Forest, travelers often get lost and turn to us for directions. Nasty things inside of that place… wraiths, spirits of the dead, and giant spiders and centipedes. If you’ve ventured through there, you might’ve seen some of them.”

Vision of Purity noticed the imperfections in the dimensional boundaries, and Dimensionalism helped confirm it.

Someone stepped in behind them.

“You saw some of them as you walked… but they also saw you,” a feminine voice replied. Orodan had already turned to look as soon as he felt the ripples.

A deathly pale complexion, red pupils, and an overly frilly dress which Orodan felt was a bit pretentious and inconvenient for combat. Vision of Purity confirmed the fact that she was a vampire. Early Transcendent-level too.

“A half-dragon, it took me a little bit to confirm it, but you must be the Transcendent revived by the time looper,” the woman spoke. “Did you think we wouldn’t be on high alert? That we weren’t expecting an attempt on the weapon? And I see you’ve brought a minion with you.”

[Disguise 9 → Disguise 12]

Success! Let none say his rag over the head wasn’t effective.

The vampire’s eyes squinted, rapidly blinked, and then narrowed. Until they widened.

“Time looper!” she shouted and reflexively took a step back, as though frightened for her life. “You shall not touch me with your foul skill like you did Ragamul!”

Well… at least it lasted longer than he thought it would.

“If you just tell me where the weapon is, then⁠—”

“No. Peer into her mind. Now,” Zaessythra interjected.

The vampire tried to recoil away, but Domain of Perfect Cleaning shot out and enveloped her. He brutally smashed into her mind and found no relevant information on the whereabouts of the Hegemony’s weapon whatsoever.

“Nothing. Rather forceful of you, though, Zaessythra,” Orodan said. “Maybe we can search around a bit n⁠—”

A sudden wave of magic emanated from her, extending out for a great distance. Simultaneously, he felt something attempt to force its way into his mind.

It was only after he realized it was her that he lowered his defenses and used his Celestial skill to help guide the memory packet into a stable position.

“Information: Cross-dimensional assault inbound,” W78 warned.

Things progressed rather fast after that.

On one hand, he noticed the boundaries of the material plane being torn asunder and a beam of horrifying proportions rushing toward him. There was no warning, no introduction, and no cheap talk prior. On the other end, was the weapon which Zhou Shan had explicitly assured him would take a week to prepare.

The System-influenced parts of his soul trembled in fear, but a mad grin overtook his face as he prepared to defend against it head-on.

In his final moments, he realized that Zaessythra had already primed the fail-safe device.

“Meddling half-dragon!” Agrimon roared.

As the darkness took him, courtesy of Zaessythra’s fail-safe, the terrified part of Orodan’s soul was thankful that it was Zaessythra who was in charge of triggering the reset.

[Checkpoint Restored]

“The passage will take you to the wilderness farthest away from any locations of enemy strength. We shall await your return,” Zhou Shan said. “The enemy can normally detect the presence of a Celestial skill bearer, to that end, Lady Sujana and I will be working to weave the ripples you produce and misdirect our foes into thinking you’re elsewhere.”

“Who the hells said the weapon takes a week to prepare? That spy needs to be fired,” Orodan said and then clarified: “It’s a trap. They’re on high alert and ready for us.”

Zhou Shan’s eyes widened, and he looked to Lady Sujana, who also seemed worried.

“Yet, I see you’re here alive and well…” Zhou Shan muttered in shock.

“Thanks to Zaessythra’s trigger happy attitude towards the fail-safe weapon,” Orodan replied, giving her a deep and appreciative nod of respect. “It killed me before the weapon got to me.”

On one hand, the battle-seeker within desired to challenge the beam. On the other, his soul felt a very real and visceral fear towards whatever that was.

“Any relevant information?” Zaessythra asked.

“Well, my Disguise worked!” he exclaimed with a grin. It subsided shortly in the face of her continuing glare. “…For a few seconds anyways.”

She shook her head and sighed.

“That it did so at all is a miracle. Anything else?”

“The wraiths and ghosts within the Fraakshal Forest are being used as spies for the enemy,” Orodan answered. “The vampire who confronted us said as much. Also… you gave me a cluster of memories.”

Zaessythra opened her mind, and Orodan sent the packet her way through the usage of his Celestial skill, which counted Psionic Assault under its domain. She produced a mental projection cube and linked her mind to it, using it to skillfully produce an accurate rendition of the two thousand miles from the center of where she’d performed her scan.

For a while, she simply stared at it.

Orodan broke the silence.

“That’s a lot of wraiths. And a lot of details. I’m impressed that your skill is capable of tracking so much.”

“Pah… you should be capable of far more with a dedicated detection skill of your own,” she replied. “Still, the sheer number of wraiths and ghosts poses a problem. Especially if they’re all being used as eyes and ears by the Hegemony.”

Using magic to traverse would get them detected. Using his Celestial skill to take out the wraiths would alert whoever was using them to watch, and simply being spotted in the wilderness was grounds for being thoroughly investigated.

The Hegemony was prepared for an attempt on the weapon, and the amount of time he had to work with was quite small.

Still, the checkpoint was set before he set foot onto Narictus. And plans could be adjusted, starting positions changed, and disguises altered. This had been the plan from the get-go, after all. There was a reason such mad plans were never attempted, because the failure rate was too high. Yet, what did failure matter when one had multiple attempts?

As many tries as it took to achieve the perfect robbery.

Furthermore, if the time he had was extremely limited… maybe it was time to begin expanding his repertoire when it came to chronomancy.


Chapter 14
Break & Enter II


It was a gaudy environment in his opinion. The parlor he was in, meant to host all manner of opulent gatherings, tea parties, and important people. Dazzling chandeliers of gold hung from the ceiling, the walls were made of sparkling marble and inlaid with jewels, and the curtains and banners lining the room were of the finest make. All while the sunlight filtered in and created a scene the old Orodan couldn’t have even dreamt of.

It was a stark contrast to the dreary and haunting landscape of Narictus in which he’d died in the last checkpoint loop. Beauty and luxury at the start, destruction and the end of his loop at the finish.

“Still, I’m of half-a-mind to call this entire venture off… I was not aware the enemy had that vile weapon prepared,” Zhou Shan said as he stared at the ground in thought and a bit of worry. “Should that weapon successfully hit you, I’m not sure there’ll be much left to salvage even within a time loop.”

“Absolutely not,” Orodan rejected. “If the beam hits me, I’ll find some method of countering it. Besides, with how quick Zaessythra is to kill me, you needn’t worry to begin with.”

Zhou Shan shook his head.

“You don’t understand, Orodan. That thing… the records we have suspect it’s not of this world or any that we know of. The ancient records state that it’s been brought out quite sparingly, and whenever it has… the victims have had their souls damaged in some irreparable way, unable to access the System at all. This is no casual matter! Its successful usage notifies the Administrators themselves!”

“It was the weapon used against me,” Zaessythra said. “My memories are still partially jumbled, and I cannot recall exactly why the Hegemony saw fit to use such a thing on a mere Transcendent. Regardless, it worked frighteningly well, and my access to the System and my Status is still tenuous.”

“Define ‘tenuous,’” Orodan stated.

“As you know, skills are a product of our own understanding and that of the System’s coming together. It’s why people suddenly improve at level thresholds and how skill levels don’t exactly have diminishing returns even as you advance to high levels,” she explained. “That, however… can be taken away…”

“Dangerous… it would weaken someone dramatically…” Orodan muttered.

Just how much of his skillset was reliant upon the System? True, he made advancements in many skills and was rewarded with subsequent level gains, but the corresponding benefit from such advancements weren’t just his own. Especially when advancing past tier thresholds. The sudden jump in power couldn’t be explained away as just his own understanding.

The two skills he could be certain were purely his own understanding… were his Celestial skill, and Eternal Soul Reactor. Maybe a majority of his melee combat skills too, honed through a childhood and subsequent lifetime of violence and struggle.

“If they even recover from the mind and soul shattering that the weapon causes,” she added. “Before you found and assisted me, I was bound to a book, pitifully attempting to recover for hundreds of thousands of years. My memories were mostly lost, my personality in tatters, and my day-to-day was filled with naught but the struggle to remember something, anything.”

Orodan winced at the thought of that, and it must’ve shown, for she gave him a reassuring smile as though saying she was fine.

And most importantly…

“Then, your current skill levels, aren’t they affected? Your performance during our spar was rather impressive,” Orodan praised. “What part of your System is different?”

“I never said my skills weren’t affected,” she answered, an airy and smug smile on her face. “I have access to the System once more, but my connection is still shaky. Aside from my core skills, I have a difficult time maintaining the connection to the System for more ancillary ones. Frankly, I’m surprised my detection spell went off and gave you as good of a picture as it did.”

Well… damn.

She claimed to not know why the Hegemony utilized the weapon on her, yet given how powerful she was with an unreliable connection to the System… just how mighty could she be if the weapon had never struck her? Orodan didn’t like tricks and skullduggery, but he could see the logic in making sure a dangerous enemy couldn’t re-join the afterlife and potentially reincarnate.

His powers over time weren’t absolute. Chronomancy wasn’t all-encompassing, he couldn’t roll back changes to the inner soul core of an individual. Reverting skill level gains or removing subtle marks of the System deep within was still beyond him. He’d heard of no one capable of such a feat.

Hence, curing Zaessythra fully hadn’t been possible. In fact, Orodan didn’t have much to do with repairing her soul, he’d simply guided her to the moon and helped recover her memories. Zaessythra had done most of the work herself.

Which meant these weapons were dangerous, as their effects would persist through the loops. Just what were they?

“Do they have a name? Referring to it as ‘the weapon’ is getting a bit old,” Orodan remarked.

“The oldest mentions of them come from outside our galaxy, and they’re simply referred to as the ‘Shards,’” Zhou Shan answered. “Shards of what? We do not know. But they’re an amplifier, a lens through which power is funneled, and the resultant beam is capable of causing irreversible damage to even the sacred soul core. An act which causes Administrators to descend whenever the weapon is used to break a soul.”

“Using it is illegal? If that’s the case, the Hegemony don’t fear punishment?” Orodan asked. “How has the scale of galactic power not changed with its usage?”

“It’s not a miracle weapon which changes the tide of battle. It’s only a devastating blow if the attack connects. Beings of sufficient power can block or deflect the beam, it takes a long time to charge up and is expensive to maintain,” Zhou Shan explained. “But for those unable to defend against it… not even an Embodiment-level soulmancer can heal the damage. The soul itself is indestructible, but through that weapon, it can be broken to such a state that it may as well be a true death. As for the punishment, the last time it was used a few hundred thousand years ago, the Administrators descended, and some sort of accord was reached. An oddity, given that the other documented uses of them throughout the records indicate that Administrators have razed entire star systems to the last atom to root it out.”

“If they’re against its use, why allow it at all? And how the hells did the Hegemony get a hold of it?”

“That, we do not know. History does in fact point to an accord being reached, but to so flagrantly violate it… they must be taking you very seriously to risk it,” Zhou Shan said. “Before even the last usage, there was a rather notable intergalactic conflict a few million years ago, where a number of the Shards went missing in the void between galaxies. They’ve presumably wound up in the Hegemony’s hands from there.”

In other words, the politics and power struggle behind these Shards were incredibly ancient. The question remained as to where exactly these Shards came from and why the Administrators were vehemently against their use. Still, Orodan’s current concerns lay not with the history behind these weapons, but how to counter them.

Brute force was an option, yet it wasn’t one he could rely on during this loop. And from everything he’d heard and the terror the intrinsic parts of his soul felt… it wasn’t the kind of weapon one should test themselves against wantonly. Much as his warrior’s heart demanded he face it in honest battle, he had others relying on him not to die. At the very least, he would try other options first.

“Alright, I won’t lie and say that I haven’t thought about attempting to take the beam head-on,” Orodan admitted, even as Zaessythra wearily sighed. “But I’m not reckless enough to endanger your lives by acting how I usually do when a lot relies on me. However, I do still intend to work on a method of resisting these Shards, to that end, once we steal the one from Narictus, I intend to experiment with it.”

“I must advise against that, the sheer danger involved would still be high, even if you subject yourself to a little bit of it,” Lady Sujana, Knight Commander of the Holy Conclave said. “And given what everyone says of your methods… even riskier.”

“I’m not one to remain idle and leave the outcome to chance,” Orodan countered. “If I’ll be facing this weapon anyways, best I get to preparing myself against it. Fate and chance won’t bring us victory, hard work and the willingness to embrace danger will.”

The knight commander’s face scrunched up as though wanting to offer rebuke, yet she gave a begrudging nod of respect. It seemed the prickly knight had some values which were in line with Orodan’s own.

“I must concur with Lady Sujana. Yet, despite my disagreement, I don’t dispute your results and all you’ve achieved for us thus far, Orodan,” Zhou Shan said. “Let us speak of more pertinent matters, however. We now know you’re walking into a trap. They’re not only waiting for you, but have the Shard primed and ready to use across dimensional layers. A prohibitively expensive attack to use under ordinary circumstances… yet when facing a time looper, they would of course be willing to commit their all. It was a good thing the Conclave loaned us one of their holy weapons, otherwise, your first attempt would’ve ended in unmitigated disaster.”

“The spirits are an issue, our point of entry onto Narictus is within the Fraakshal Forest, and it’s swarming with wraiths and ghosts,” Zaessythra said as she hovered her hand over the mental projection cube, zooming into the finer details on the projected display. “Is there no other infiltration zone?”

“We have tried. That forest is one of the few areas with enough distance from a major city that the dimensional ripples won’t be detected,” Lady Sujana answered. “Our foes are neither foolish nor complacent. The planet seems relatively normal and relaxed from our distant scans and divinations. Although, beneath the surface, the Hegemony and its affiliated forces are on high alert, their spies and wards emplaced at all key locations.

“Our infiltration involves sending you into a multi-layered dimensional bubble and then inserting this bubble in as small a form as possible into Narictus. This bubble then unfurls layer-by-layer until you’re dropped off into the material plane at your location. It’s a highly advanced technique. However, the problem is that the Midnight Court also has dimensional specialists, one or two of them better than I. Performing entry anywhere else would lead to your immediate discovery.”

He couldn’t even create a dimensional bubble yet. To make a multi-layered one… Orodan was nowhere near the skill level required to pull off such a feat of dimensional finesse. Yet, despite this advanced and precise application of the art, the enemy could still detect them if they appeared too close to a city. Each faction within their galaxy had its own bag of tricks. Though specialties inevitably arose. And given how the Hegemony could field a planet-swallowing dragon who drew worlds into a separate dimension… it was only natural that their affinity for dimensionalism was quite high.

That they could make an unannounced entry at all was impressive enough.

“Information: Planetary denizens on high alert. Likelihood of unknown travelers being reported: High. Solution: Stealth-oriented infiltration operation,” W78 intoned.

“Against that many wraiths?” Zaessythra asked. “None of us have relevant infiltration skills. Any attempts to harm or eliminate the wraiths will cause their masters to take notice. Spells or obscuring magics also risk detection by any wards or specialists that may be nearby.”

“Why not?” Orodan countered. “We have many attempts, and most importantly… we need not go to the same village every time.”

As he spoke, his hand went toward another hamlet on the mental projection cube’s display. Small, perhaps less than ten buildings overall compared to the hundred or in the first village. But… it was quite secluded, and rather far out of the way. Without Zaessythra’s scan, they might not have even known it was there.

“What would visiting some run-down group of huts bring us?” Zaessythra asked, only for her eyes to narrow as she looked closer. “That’s…”

“Yes… a hamlet where the denizens seem to hunt the ghouls and wraiths of the forest,” Orodan remarked.

Her scan was incredibly detailed and caught everything within a two thousand-mile radius. This was what allowed them to zoom in on the detailed projection of a wild-eyed woman with a firearm and pitchfork facing down a pack of three wraiths.

A far cry from how he’d seen the denizens of the first village act towards the supernatural. Furthermore, a closer look at this particular hamlet revealed another telling feature. There were no banners in sight demarcating which noble house it belonged to. Every other village and town in the radius of her scan had some sort of banner, standard, or uniformed guard denoting who the village owed allegiance to. Not this one, though.

If the wraiths were spies for the enemy, and the first village they set foot in held hostile forces… then perhaps it was time to aim for a different destination. One not as closely aligned with the Midnight Court and their overlords in the Hegemony.
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“Pay attention, we’re within a mile of where the first of the wraiths are,” Zaessythra said, nudging Orodan, whose gaze was locked onto the contents of a scroll. “If you’re so intent on studying, then perhaps waiting for a few days before launching this operation would’ve been better.”

“First, I am paying attention. If you recall, I have multiple minds, and with how my body now works, I can see from my forehead or my hair, so needing to look up isn’t necessary,” Orodan replied.

“Information entered into database. Hypothesis: Lowered effectiveness of flanking assaults on subject,” W78 said, his friend still in scroll form strapped across Zaessythra’s back.

“Indeed, one could even say I have eyes in the back of my head,” Orodan said.

“And these eyes of yours are a bit covered given the re-purposed rag you have over that noggin of yours,” she reminded.

“Not at all. Every cell in my body can see, as long as I don’t have clothes over it, I can see from there just fine,” Orodan said. “As for my studies, I find I work better under a bit of pressure. The gains are better and the insights more profound.”

The half-dragon simply shook her head and grumbled something unflattering under her breath.

Regardless, they were close, and she was right. Orodan put away the scroll on chronomancy and they proceeded onward.

All conversation was brought to a halt as the trio consciously lowered the blinding luminosity of their souls via dampening the natural soul emissions they produced. Orodan, through his naturally high skill levels in Soul Mastery. Zaessythra, through her own methods, and W78, through a specialized module he’d brought along.

The golems he’d seen on Alastaia didn’t have souls, but the fact his friend not only had some sort of personality but also a connection to the System? Orodan never doubted for a second from their first meeting that W78 had a soul. A somewhat sarcastic one at times, but overall, a friendly and gentle one.

As they trekked, Orodan reflected on what he’d read of Narictus and its ethereal denizens.

All souls produced soul energy. Untrained people simply weren’t in-tune with their souls to the point that all of the soul energy was utilized. Soul energy naturally converted to mana and vitality, and whatever was wasted ended up as a minor emission. An emission that could be detected.

Particularly by wraiths and ghosts, which were supernatural and ethereal creatures themselves.

He’d never seen wraiths on his homeworld, they were something novel he’d seen only upon Narictus so far. The necromancers back home raised corpses, but the ones here could do not only that, but also bind a soul to their servitude through magic rituals. It was the soul’s natural tendency to be drawn towards a soul nexus upon a person’s death. A necromancer could stop this process through binding the soul to a physical item, which in most cases ended up being the tattered rags and haunting robes most wraiths were known for.

On Alastaia, he’d grown up hearing stories of how ‘fell spirits’ and ghosts were supposedly immune to physical damage but were vulnerable to magic and the holy power of the Gods. It was, in fact, the opposite with wraiths. Destroying the physical object binding them to the material plane was a quick method of banishing them to the afterlife. A sword stroke could do this just as easily as a fireball.

As a result, necromantic circles upon Narictus widely agreed that wraiths were the inferior form of ethereal minion. The only thing they were good for was bypassing conventional physical defenses, such as armor, as the blade of a wraith was known for its ability to pierce even the thickest of shields and armor. Provided they weren’t ensorcelled, enchanted, or empowered by any other energy source. Melee combatants going up against one were advised to bring magical equipment, not to deal a killing blow, but to protect themselves. After all, stories abounded of wraith blades simply passing right through ordinary swords when the warrior expected a clash of blades.

Wraiths were the far more common sight in the Fraakshal Forest. Still, they were a trifling matter for any fighter at the Adept-level and above.

Ghosts were the preferred ethereal minion of necromancers and far deadlier. Through ritual magic—or in rare cases… natural hatred and emotion—they had their very souls tethered to something in the material plane and simply couldn’t depart for the nearest soul nexus. Sometimes this was a location, other times a person or object. In any case, ghosts were the deadlier of the two by far, to the point that even an unprepared Elite caught unaware could find themselves killed if they didn’t have the preparations to face one.

After all, ghosts were essentially a soul. And trying to swing a regular sword at a soul was an exercise in futility. Ghosts could materialize and de-materialize upon the material plane, flitting in and out to do harm and evade attacks. They were capable of passing through walls, descending into stone bunkers, and floating out of the ground as though physical obstacles were but air. Furthermore, when a ghost materialized to attack someone, even if the ghost was then struck and scattered, it could simply reform and return with a short bit of time. Magical or soul attacks were required to harm them, that, or a physical attack so grossly powerful that it caused quite some collateral damage.

Ghosts, he had heard of. Supposedly the Cathedral of the Prime Five back home had exorcists who were trained in dealing with them, however, Orodan hadn’t encountered any during his time there.

Not that they, or wraiths, would’ve been any threat to him after he’d acquired Eternal Soul Reactor.

The main concern was sneaking past these ethereal beings in a densely wooded forest where the wildlife had already been scared away at the sight of their party.

“The closest of them are a half mile east of us, which is the direction we’re headed,” Orodan projected to Zaessythra through the psionic portion of Domain of Perfect Cleaning. Zaessythra couldn’t use her scanning skill for fear of discovery, though he could use Vision of Purity, as it didn’t exactly send a pulse of anything out the way a conventional scanning skill did. “The wildlife has all been scared off, are you sure they won’t notice?”

Orodan had oft marched the road between Ogdenborough and Scarmorrow during his days in the county militia. That, and the occasional ranging out into the wilds near town to clear out wolves and weak monsters that came too close to the borders. From those times, the first sign of an approaching foe was whenever the sounds of wildlife and birds quietened down. An approaching wolf or monster would oft scare them away.

“Just be quiet and continue flitting in-between the trees to avoid their line of sight for as long as you can,” Zaessythra said. “Wraiths and ghosts lack a physical body, and consequently, their regular senses are extremely dulled. Their minds are also clouded, and they aren’t too smart given all the years they’ve spent without a brain.”

A fair explanation.

As they got closer and closer through sneaking about, Orodan received a message.

[New Skill → Stealth 1]

Orodan wouldn’t say he was happy to have such a sneaky skill in his arsenal. It irked his warrior’s pride. Although, sometimes sacrifices needed to be made.

Even with just the first level, his movements become naturally quieter, as though he was subtly doing better. He hadn’t dwelled on it much before, but his discussion with Zaessythra made him hyper-conscious of the fact that the System itself empowered people and their skills. He didn’t naturally know good sneaking technique, yet here with a single level up he’d improved. Something to dwell on for later.

True enough, the ghosts and wraiths weren’t the most observant of watchers. With the party’s soul emissions tightly controlled and lowered to the level of the local flora and fauna, they didn’t have any issues sneaking past. Even quite close to them, as long as they flitted from tree to tree, not remaining within their line of sight for too long, the ethereal spies of the Fraakshal Forest were rather slow on the uptake and didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary. If anything, they seemed quite tormented and stuck within their own minds.

Vision of Purity allowed Orodan to see right through the trees, while the watchers of the enemy couldn’t see him. Using this, they hid behind trees and moved expediently.

Up close, it also allowed him to see the various tethers leading to and from each of these creatures. Wraiths had a tether to some physical object on them, typically the robes, but some had a piece of jewelry as their binding object. The ghosts had a tether to the forest itself, which, given the history of warfare and mass slaughter within the Fraakshal Forest, made sense.

However, what really interested Orodan, was the fact that almost all of the ghosts and a majority of the wraiths had a tether connecting to something far away. It led to something, or someone, well beyond the range of Vision of Purity.

His Stealth skill levelled up to 9 over the next fifteen minutes, and the trio finally made it past the last few ghosts. Then, past the distance where he was certain he wouldn’t be overheard, Orodan spoke.

“Almost all of them have a tether connecting to somewhere beyond my sight. A common source… Perhaps that is the spymaster who watches us.”

“You said it was a vampire that confronted us in the last attempt? Perhaps it’s her,” Zaessythra posed.

“Perhaps. I’ll keep an eye out to confirm if she has any tethers going from the spirits to her if I see her again,” Orodan replied. “Honestly… can’t we just climb to the treetops and jump to wherever we need?”

“Information: Presence of enemy reconnaissance units. Likelihood of detection—100%.”

W78 wasn’t wrong. Lot of flying creatures above, kept from spotting the trio only thanks to the thick canopy which prevented any light from reaching the forest floor.

“W78 is right, the skies of Narictus are full of crows who undoubtedly serve as watchers for the Midnight Court,” Zaessythra remarked. “And unlike the wraiths and ghosts, they have excellent eyesight and are quite keen to pursue any movement they deem unnatural.”

Fair point. Their circumstances weren’t ideal, but the forest was still the easiest path they could take to avoid detection.

Some further progress was made toward the hamlet, until finally…

“I see combat up ahead,” Orodan said. “A woman fighting a ghoul and a wraith.”

“Which means we should be nearing the hamlet,” Zaessythra said.

“Excellent, let’s go and help her out, I’ve been itching for some combat!” Orodan declared.

Yet before his hands could go to his weapons, Zaessythra’s hand on his shoulder stopped him.

“No, you idiot! If that wraith sees us the attempt ends in failure!” she scolded. “If we’re to help, it shall have to be from a distance and with no indication that the battle was won by anyone other than that woman.”

Orodan sighed but agreed. His desire to leap into the fray had nearly led to disaster for this attempt.

The interrupting crack of gunfire ended their conversation. The shot sounded far louder than any firearms he’d seen on Alastaia.

Orodan hadn’t come from the nicest of upbringings, but his clothes at least didn’t look like he’d gone trekking through a swamp for a week. This woman’s attire was quite tattered and very mud caked. A basket of herbs lay on the ground next to her, and she had a manic look on her face, pure ferocity and hatred in her eyes.

On Alastaia, the elves and dwarves sometimes looked down on humans, particularly on the common working men and women of Inuan. Against the various monsters and other races of the universe, what good was a common human? The answer was rather evident in front of him.

The woman’s technique and skills were unrefined, but she had a ferocity to her that was clearly taking the wraith aback. The ghoul had a gaping hole in its gut from the small handheld firearm, and it was trying but failing to flank her as her pitchfork moved with an impressive zeal backed by her rage. Two against one, and she was doing admirably. Orodan would put her around the peak of the Apprentice-level, soon to become an Adept.

The dwarven magical guns he’d seen on Alastaia were made of mostly metal and meant to be wielded with two hands. This woman held a smaller firearm in her left hand, the frame composed partly of wood, and a pitchfork in her right. And she fought with an unrestrained anger and hatred for the foes arrayed against her.

“Bloodsucking monster! Evil spirit! You won’t have me today!” she roared as a thrust hit the wraith’s rag, causing it to unravel even further.

Good! Orodan approved.

Techniques and skills could be refined, tactics could be learned. But unless one had that raw heart and drive for violence, a warrior would never emerge.

The only issue was that the wraith was tethered to not just its rags, but a small pendant hanging from its neck. It was a difficult target to hit, and the battle seemed unfair, even as the woman angrily battered away at it.

Which was why Orodan decided to use a skill which was almost purely physical.

A twirl of his fingers, and the Whirlpool Whirlwind, which was under the purview of his Celestial skill, was activated. The pendant wasn’t yanked off, as that would be far too apparent, but it was pulled forward enough that the woman’s eye was drawn to it and held in place for just long enough that she managed to rip it right off the wraith’s neck.

It unraveled immediately afterwards, and the ghoul fell in short order as it was speared to the ground by her pitchfork and had its head stomped in.

While Orodan wanted to go out and praise her for a good fight, now wasn’t the time. Especially when three more wraiths were showing up.

“This must be what my scan picked up in your last attempt,” Zaessythra said through a quick telepathic message.

It was a similar scene for sure. It occurred to him that the woman must’ve been good enough to beat the first wraith and ghoul by herself, but likely fell to the pack of three.

Well, not if he had anything to say about it.

His Celestial skill undoubtedly gave off soul emissions, but certain facets of it didn’t. Whirlpool Whirlwind for instance, was entirely physical. And the Psionic Assault for another, when used at a very low-level when the target wasn’t aware and not resisting… might go unnoticed.

With that, Orodan reached out to the woman’s mind. Not to control, dominate, or read it… but to subtly influence her. To guide her pitchfork and musket true. Orodan wasn’t telling her how to fight or altering her combat style. He simply directed her existing aggression to more… efficient outcomes.

The first of the wraiths approached, and the aggressive thrust of her pitchfork managed to perfectly hit the jeweled ring on its finger, causing it to fall apart with a shriek. A quick switch flipped on her gun, and Orodan realized it was a repeater and had two shots per reload.

Her hand was subtly guided, and at the last moment, corrected slightly to hit the necklace the creature wore with square precision. The last wraith was then dispelled through brutal work with the pitchfork, which destroyed the rags upon its ethereal form.

Even the woman herself seemed a bit taken aback at how well she fought. Orodan had guided her hand a bit from a distance, but she had the makings of a fine warrior all the same.

He thought the battle over, the crisis averted. He thought wrong.

His Dimensionalism was now high enough to recognize when anyone else was intruding upon the material plane from elsewhere. And just like before, a familiar vampire stepped out. Which was very, very bad news for the unfortunate herbalist.

The vampire was a Transcendent, and this poor woman was but a mere peak-Apprentice. Even if she’d somehow risen to the Adept-level, expecting her to face down a Transcendent was impossible.

“Hmm… I thought I felt something odd around this area,” the vampire spoke, and Orodan cursed to himself, as even that minor usage of his Celestial skill drew her notice. “How does a little savage like you manage to kill four of my wraiths and a ghoul?”

The trio were behind a copse of thick trees, visually hidden, but no chances could be taken. They lowered their soul emissions to nil just to be safe. His left hand remained extended and constantly drew in the air around him and Zaessythra for purification.

Vampires were naturally good at sniffing out blood. Hence, Orodan drew in and purified the very air around them to avoid the risk of her catching their scent.

“Vampire… I… I won’t give up where my people are, I won’t!” she declared and gripped her pitchfork tightly as her gun was pointed at her foe.

“How quaint and adorable. Little lamb, do you know who I am?” the vampire asked. “Do you realize how outmatched you are? I could’ve destroyed your little tribe of savages millennia ago; you remain alive at my mercy… and for my entertainment.”

“I-I care not! My people will never bow to the Midnight Court!” she angrily shouted.

“Perhaps a few millennia of being drained and healed over and over as you pay the blood tithe will change your mind?” the vampire asked, and the woman’s face went pale, and her hands trembled in raw terror. It wasn’t a pleasant fate, and no amount of subtle guidance from Orodan would save her in this coming confrontation.

Damn this attempt. He easily broke free of Zaessythra’s warning grip on his arm and reached for his weapon. They could try again if needed, but he refused to stand by as this bloodsucker terrorized some poor woman many tiers beneath her. Vampires were detested on Alastaia, and Orodan’s perception of the bloodthirsty ones hadn’t gotten any better since he encountered and meted out a fitting end to the one in the Ogdenborough jail and the True Vampire upon the moon.

Yet, before he could act…

…was that a flying broom?

The poor herbalist was yanked backward by telepathic force, thrown out of the line of fire. And at the same time, a cavalcade of elemental destruction rushed for the Transcendent vampire.

Women sitting atop flying brooms wearing floppy, pointed hats like old wizards did wasn’t what he expected to see. Orodan wasn’t sure who they were, but he could approve of their decision to ride flying brooms. Why hadn’t he thought of that?

“Ah… you lot again. Have the witches of the Fraakshal Forest come to learn their place once more? How many times must I humiliate you and slaughter your sisters before you get the message that the Midnight Court has won the war?” the vampire said, a sadistic smirk upon her face. “Your sisters still scream for mercy in my dungeons.”

“We will pay back every grievance tenfold, Isadora,” the leading witch said. “You will die, and House Evgaros will fall soon enough.”

“Hah! Come then, entertain me. Struggle and fight as though you have a chance so that I might savor the moment you break all the more sweetly.”

The battle began in earnest and many spells were cast. And while the addition of the witches was a good thing… Orodan began to understand that this was a lopsided battle.

The witches were all merely Grandmasters with not a single Transcendent among them. The strongest witch was but a quadruple-Grandmaster, and her battle power was nowhere near this Isadora, the vampire who’d discovered him in the last attempt.

Furthermore, he could sense no tethers between Isadora and the wraiths and ghosts of the Fraakshal Forest. Which meant she wasn’t the spymaster watching over the forest. Engaging and killing her wouldn’t even solve the issue of the enemy’s surveillance capabilities.

Flasks of bubbling acids and poisons were flung, elementally destructive spells cast, and the trees came alive to whip at the target alongside flocks of crows which all rushed toward the vampire. Yet, it was for naught as a simple, yet powerful shield of blood blocked all assaults and waves of crimson power shot out, grievously wounding two witches with just the first strike.

Isadora was clearly some sort of attack dog for whoever this unknown spymaster was. She might not have tethers towards the ghosts and wraiths of the forest… but she did have a tether herself, likely leading back to her master.

And all this time, Orodan had spent trekking through the forest and closely examining the tethers, it had borne some fruit. The tether was essentially a link between master and servant. The wraiths and ghosts were the servants of this unknown spymaster of the Hegemony… but so was Isadora.

The link was essentially a connection to share information and the senses through. However, like all connections… it could be disrupted, tampered with.

Breaking it entirely would simply cause immediate alarm and the descent of the Hegemony, followed by the end of the loop. Yet… what if one tampered with the very information being sent through the connection? And what if the recipient assumed their servant had been defeated not by Orodan… but by these witches? The vampire getting killed wouldn’t be nearly as much of a concern then.

The battle was going poorly for the broom-riding spellcasters. As a result, the leading witch brought out a final gambit, a long and sharp piece of wood. Piercing a vampire through the heart with an enchanted weapon wasn’t a new concept, the Cathedral on Alastaia was known to do such things during vampire hunting. What was new, was the fact that the witch wielding it sank a full four-fifths of her vitality, mana, and soul energy into the weapon.

It was an all-or-nothing attack. One doomed to fail, as the vampire knew it was a weapon lethal to her and would defend herself accordingly.

Of course, neither side of the battle had accounted for a slight helping hand from Orodan Wainwright.

Orodan had two targets. The tether, and the vampire Isadora.

He hit both simultaneously.

The vampire screamed in horror as her mind was assaulted. At the same time, Domain of Perfect Cleaning shot out and the Psionic Assault portion of it smashed into the vampire’s mind and altered her very senses to make it so that she perceived a defeat at the hands of the witches, that they’d employed a powerful ritual to successfully attack her mind.

[Domain of Perfect Cleaning 91 → Domain of Perfect Cleaning 92]

It wouldn’t hold up to close scrutiny, and this vampire’s master would question how a group of Grandmasters managed to best a decently strong early Transcendent. Yet, the evidence was undeniable. It would be by the hand of the witches that this vampire died.

The leading witch holding the vampire-killing weapon looked confused, yet proceeded with the attack, her broom streaking toward the vulnerable Isadora, until finally, the sharp piece of wood pierced her heart. With one final scream, Isadora exploded into tiny motes of dust, even as Orodan saw her soul be pulled far away in the direction of the tether.

The leading witch’s gaze turned in the direction of where they were hiding. A fireball blasted apart the copse of trees the trio were hiding behind and she gazed sharply at them.

“We see you, outsider, we… we must flee immediately,” the leading witch said. “We were not expecting to actually slay her today, yet against all probability, we’ve succeeded. This will doubtlessly anger her master into arriving soon.”

“How soon?” Orodan asked.

“It could be any moment now, we must flee!” she exclaimed.

“We must go with them, Orodan. Them being caught is one thing, but if we’re spotted, the entire planet will be destroyed as the Hegemony descends!” Zaessythra yelled.

“Information: Dimensional scanning detected. Unit is shielding against hostile scans. Solution: Exfiltration alongside allied forces advised,” W78 said.

Orodan hadn’t even known that his robotic friend was preventing enemy scans from picking them up all this time. W78 had more useful abilities than he knew, no wonder it had been sent along on this mission.

With a final look around the haunted forest, the trio followed the witches through the portal they created.
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It wasn’t the hamlet they’d been taken to, but someplace all the more secretive, farther to the east. Zaessythra’s scan hadn’t picked the location up, mainly because there were no enchantments or magic obscuring it at all. Just an expert usage of camouflage, blending in, and the concealing properties of being very deep underground.

It wasn’t a natural cave entrance either. It was a genuine living tree which opened up and led downwards. They were essentially within its deep roots, each root being the size of a hallway and branching into many rooms. Even with a scan, such a thing was incredibly difficult to make out. Magic scans would see nothing out of the ordinary as there was no active spell craft involved. And physical scans would simply see a large tree.

Now, they were sat at a table, after having finally explained their situation to the woman before them.

Her floppy and pointed hat comically dropped down to cover one of her eyes, even as the other one had its eyebrow quirked upward.

“In other words, your presence here is for the purpose of stealing a dangerous weapon from the Midnight Court, but in actuality, it’s a weapon which serves the Hegemony,” she stated, and Zaessythra nodded. “No offense meant to you, after all, you’re our saviors, but this all sounds far above our station.”

“Yet, the Hegemony are overlords of the Midnight Court, the very rulers of the night who oppress you and those who refuse to submit to their rule,” Zaessythra countered. “Will you not consider lending us your aid? Together, we could usher in a new age of freedom from the night.”

Orodan wasn’t one for speeches or impassioned attempts at persuasion, yet he had to admit that Zaessythra clearly was.

“I… we⁠—”

“Zaessythra, it’s fine,” Orodan interjected. “We don’t need them to directly help us. How about this? If you simply give us information on where the weapon might be or where the bases of power for the Midnight Court are, then we’ll be on our way. Hells, we can even kill a vampire or two that’s been bothering you.”

“That will not be necessary,” the witch spoke. “You’ve helped us enough, and the fact that Isadora Evgaros’s master did not descend unto the battlefield in utter fury the moment she was slain is proof enough of your story.”

It had been a full day since they’d killed the vampire, and neither House Evgaros nor the Hegemony had descended in fury to their location. Or rather, nobody powerful had, anyways. According to the witches’ crow scouts, there were plenty of roving patrols and small armies that had marched through the location of the battle, but these were more investigative and meant as a show of force. There had been pairs of Transcendents that had also come by, but nobody any stronger than the slain vampire herself.

The implication was that the higher-ups and powers of the Midnight Court were simply too preoccupied with the risk of an attack by the allied forces. Sending a powerful Transcendent to immediately respond could leave a very real vulnerability in Narictus’s defenses elsewhere. Orodan wasn’t the only person they had to worry about. The Conclave and the reformed Celestial Court led by Zhou Shan were of serious concern too. In fact, it had been a strategy proposed by Zaessythra, to bait and draw out the powerhouses of the enemy to one location of the planet and then striking another.

However, as seen, it wouldn’t have worked. With the assumption that Isadora had been killed by the witches, the Midnight Court didn’t consider it something worth sending a truly powerful Transcendent or God over. Far as they were concerned, Orodan Wainwright was still on Xian. The Hegemony had many star systems under their rule, and Narictus wasn’t the only place which hosted one of the Shards, the Hegemony’s core world was another.

From their perspective, Orodan and the allied forces could just as easily be plotting an attack there or on some other world. While a Transcendent’s death was exceedingly rare and would doubtlessly cause some serious scrutiny upon the planet, it was difficult to justify sending a very mighty individual to check up on it immediately. Patrols would be increased, Transcendents wouldn’t go out alone any longer, and security measures would be increased.

All in all, their task had gotten more difficult, but it was a successful attempt thus far.

They spoke for a little bit more, and the elder witch, leader of the coven, gladly provided the trio with information on where they might strike to acquire more information on the location of the Shard. Zaessythra insisted she create a memory packet and ferry it into his mind. After all, with just that information alone, the current attempt was a very successful one.

The coven of witches was a holdout from the elder days of Narictus, when the world wasn’t just ruled by the Midnight Court but by many factions, of whom the Midnight Court was just one of many. A few hundred thousand years ago, there was a civil war on Narictus when the vampires decided to conquer it all. The witches and their people were the losing side from that conflict and had taken it upon themselves to preserve as much of their culture and history from the old days as possible, while protecting the small groups and communes of non-subservient humans.

At last, as they made to leave, Orodan ran into a familiar herbalist.

“M-my lord! Wait! I wanted to thank you for saving my life!” the woman cried.

“Lord? Does this common tunic of mine make me look the part?” Orodan asked. Frankly, the fanciest thing he’d ever worn was likely the outfit House Firesword forced him into so long ago for some social function. That aside, he much preferred the basic tunic of the county militia. “Anyhow, thanks aren’t necessary. You fought a good fight, keep it up and you’ll go far as a warrior.”

The woman looked quite pleased with the praise, and ready to babble his ear off, if not for the leading witch shooing her away.

“She’s young, but overly excitable… and perhaps a bit too eager to get into a fight,” the witch said.

“Heh! That’s a good thing!” Orodan declared. “She wouldn’t have even gotten into trouble above her head if not for my presence. Speaking of… weren’t you lot a bit too conveniently nearby to save her?”

“She’s my personal apprentice. And it’s no great secret… but she’s the youngest descendant of the ancient line of our house, from before the civil war which tore us apart,” the witch said. “In her veins runs the blood of the ancient ancestor who was an Avatar of the Sun Goddess. Yet, it is a cursed Bloodline which also bears the taint of the betrayer and his night lord ilk. The duality grants power, yet must be closely monitored to prevent the descent into madness.”

“Is that why she fights with such zeal?” Orodan asked, and the witch nodded. “As for the betrayer, who’s that?”

“A foul man who accepted the blood kiss directly from the Lord of Night himself to become a True Vampire. A stain upon the noble line of the sun… he was the spouse of the Goddess’s Chosen, yet in the end, he slew her and caused the ruin of our entire nation,” the witch said. “No matter how desperately he rejected the blood after, he will never absolve himself of his sins. Even the vampires exiled him into the void, and it is better that all forget the name of Aherozam.”

Orodan stared for a long moment, and even the witch began to look a bit perplexed. He then shook his head and sighed.

The vampire… or now, the man known as Aherozam, had floated through the void between stars until he’d at least been found by Alastaia, and then… cured of his vampirism by Orodan when he’d descended to conquer Alastaia’s world core. It was a sad tale which even Orodan found to be quite depressing. And while these people didn’t seem to have it in their hearts to forgive him, he hoped the man himself found a measure of peace. Once the current crisis with the Administrator and the war were settled, he wouldn’t mind returning just to bring the man’s wife back. He wondered how the True Vampire would feel about meeting his descendants.

Still, this trip to the remaining non-subservient humans on Narictus had yielded great results. Who knew how long he would have had to search around until he found someone with useful information otherwise?

Most importantly, the elder witch of the coven had given them the obscure location of the Palace of the Eternal Moon, the Midnight Court’s center of power and where the Lord of Night himself was rumored to reside.

Orodan wasn’t sure if he was yet up to the task of fighting and overpowering a Transcendent at level 149 and numerous vampiric Gods and other monstrous creatures of the night. But he would have to try. Mainly because if anywhere on Narictus held the Shard he was looking for, it was of course the enemy’s strongest base of power.

He looked forward to it, a joy tempered by the thought that Zaessythra and her fail-safe weapon would make it as un-fun for him as possible. Still, now that he had an actual goal in mind, it was time to break into the home of Narictus’s first vampire. A being widely hailed as the progenitor of vampirism in their galaxy.

It was the only likely place where the Shard might be, the position of greatest power upon this vampiric world. And upon its throne?

The Lord of Night, Vakan Almante. A being just one level away from being a peak-Transcendent.


Chapter 15
Break & Enter III


“I still think I’d like to ride a flying broom.”

“And you’re thinking to say this now, when we’re about to risk death countless times in a mad endeavor?”

“Analysis: Aerodynamic efficiency of flying implement – decent, but improvements possible. Solution: Remove broom head.”

“Unacceptable. Then it ceases to be a flying broom and might as well be a flying pole, who wants to ride that?” Orodan asked.

“Who wants to ride a flying broom?” she countered.

“The witches of that forest, they have good taste,” Orodan replied. “Anyhow, we can sweep this discussion under the rug. Lot of furry soldiers standing guard. I believe they’re called werewolves. Fought one once, they seem like good warriors.”

“They also possess keen senses and can sniff us from miles away,” Zaessythra added. “The sound bubble I’ve conjured is the only reason we can speak so freely.”

The three moons of Narictus were high in the sky, shining down upon the world of eternal night, and it illuminated the gigantic structure before them.

Grand, haunting, and magnanimous, with an aura of terror that was palpable. This was how Orodan would describe the Palace of the Eternal Moon, even from a distance. Its tall towers ended in sharp and jagged spires, and upon these towers, many stone statues of a weird, winged beast, were arrayed. Tens of thousands of bats were also visible dominating the skies above the structure, congregating and patrolling in massive swarms.

Orodan’s Whirlpool Whirlwind was working continuously to prevent any air from escaping their personal space lest the werewolves and bats sniff them out, and W78 was working to prevent any scans from detecting their presence.

They were not directly near the palace, not yet. The Palace of the Eternal Moon was but the crowning jewel situated within the far larger Shadowmoon City. It wasn’t the largest of the Midnight Court’s cities, rather, it was perhaps the size of a large town. Still, this was where the nobility of the court resided. The only common folk to be seen were merchants, ambassadors, and skilled tradespeople. And there were guards at almost every corner.

Sneaking in was going to be incredibly difficult.

They were a mile away from the city gates, and Orodan could feel a constant and insidious enchantment attempting to erase his memory of its location. Unsuccessful, of course, yet it answered why so few people knew its location.

Ahead of them, their first obstacle, a checkpoint at the gates. It was well-guarded, and there was a respectable amount of foot and rider traffic passing through. It took away from the presumption that Narictus was a world of cruelty and misery, as many of the people entering and exiting looked healthy, well-fed, and happy. Hells, there was even a teleporter about ten miles away in a nearby town they’d circled around to avoid. Direct teleports to Shadowmoon City were quite restricted and only available to the nobility and pre-approved people of importance. Ordinary foot traffic had to trek through the gates.

Which suited Orodan, as their path into the city wouldn’t involve teleportation.

On the surface, the gate seemed rather standard, if heavily guarded. Dozens of large and powerful-looking werewolves donning armor and weapons stood alert, eyes and ears open for the slightest disturbance. Additionally, there were posters at the gate asking visitors to report any suspicious activity to the authorities.

It wasn’t confirmed, but Orodan suspected the recent state of alarm had to do with the war.

And then… those statues atop the walls, sweeping the surroundings with their gaze. Unseen by regular eyes, Orodan’s Vision of Purity told him the truth of what they really were. These, Orodan recalled reading, were gargoyles. Nothing he’d seen before, but supposedly quite common upon Narictus.

“What do you see?” Zaessythra asked.

“Plenty of armed and armored werewolves at the gate and some upon the walls,” Orodan answered. “The gargoyle statues are all very much alive and at the Master-level. Not sure how we’ll get past those.”

“Their eyesight is rather poor, and W78 can camouflage us to pass through their scans,” Zaessythra said. “The only issue will be the werewolves. Their eyes are sharp and their noses keen. They’ll immediately notice if you’re using Whirlpool Whirlwind, and they’ll demand to be allowed to catch our scent for tracking and security purposes.”

“In other words, you’re saying we should just smash through the gates like I suggested?” Orodan posed.

“No. What I’m saying is, the gate isn’t a good idea,” Zaessythra replied. “What if we snuck into one of the merchant caravans? Or looked to bribe someone?”

“Or… we could get our hands dirty,” Orodan said as he looked closely toward one particular part of Shadowmoon City that was still heavily guarded… but not something any of the guards particularly wanted to look at. Zaessythra’s face scrunched up in disgust as she got the implication. “The sewers of blood.”

A city full of vampires, werewolves, and other creatures of the night still had need of sanitation systems. And while the undead and night lords didn’t require regular bodily functions, the werewolves and living beings of Shadowmoon City did. However, they were called the sewers of blood for a reason. Vampires still drank blood, and the luxuriant noble houses of the Midnight Court were known for wasting copious amounts during some of their feasts and gatherings. And the darker fates suffered by the more heinous criminals and detested prisoners of the Midnight Court often had excessive amounts of blood production.

The excess, along with the excreta of the city’s living inhabitants, was oft funneled together into the sewers of blood.

“That’s foul…” she muttered.

“But it would work. No werewolf or vampire could distinguish our scent if we took a swim through that,” Orodan countered. “Come now, weren’t you a World Ruler? Surely a bit of blood and nightsoil isn’t enough to make you balk?”

To Orodan, it was just honest work and what needed to be done.

“Analysis: Odds of success – decent. Hypothesis: Likelihood of enemy surveillance in sewers – high,” W78 interjected.

“Which is why we have the best anti-detection specialist in the galaxy with us, isn’t that right, my friend?” Orodan asked with a smile.

“Information entered into database. Odds of success: Guaranteed.”

He would swear he heard a lilt of emotion in that, but Orodan knew not how the mind of his machine friend worked. Machines and constructs had no souls, yet Orodan knew W78 had one. The metallic warrior of the Unity had far too much personality, and most importantly, access to skills.

How it worked, Orodan didn’t know. What he did know, was that if anyone claimed his friend did not possess a soul, Orodan’s fist would have something to say about that.

Without further ado, the three of them got to work.

It was a perilous task with risky odds of success. Yes, the sewers of blood were a good shot of entering the city, but to reach them was a difficult task in and of itself. The sewers emptied out to a nearby lake, an area also well-guarded with plenty of eyes upon it.

Random people bumbling about the lake to reach the sewers would draw instant alarm, especially when the Hegemony was in a state of war, and Narictus was one of their critical planets. It wasn’t as though they could blend into a crowd either. Foot traffic at the lake was almost non-existent. Given all this, the decision was made to blend in through a different method.

Outside the city gates was a small shop which sold souvenirs, items of convenience, and attire which wouldn’t look out of place within Shadowmoon City. It seemed to do well enough, attracting visitors to the city. Those entering might want to purchase attire which allowed them to better fit in, and those leaving might want to pick up a souvenir or two to bring back to their homes

Mere attire changes wouldn’t do the trick though. Hells, the guards had likely been informed to be on the lookout for any half-dragons, and Zaessythra stood out a fair bit even while wearing the garb of a necromancer of House Varachma. Instead… their targets were the occupants of this store.

“No tethers on them, correct?” Zaessythra telepathically asked, and Orodan gave a hum of acknowledgement.

“Your prices are rough as always. Can you not consider lowering them a bit for a loyal guard of House Almante?” the heavily armored werewolf asked. “I’m just trying to send a little gift back for my daughter. Something to remember her father by while she trains to become a mighty warrior herself.”

The shopkeeper was by all means a regular human, but Vision of Purity told Orodan the man was a vampire. One that preferred to masquerade as a regular human, it seemed. An aesthetic choice perhaps?

“Sir, our prices are set by the authority of House Varachma who owns this shop. We’re forbidden from bargaining,” the man replied. “Instead of this, how about we look at a cheaper alternative? Surely this top-of-the-line amulet of protection isn’t strictly necessary?”

“Who are you to tell me what is and isn’t necessary for my own daughter! In the next blood trial, she’s a prime contender for earning alpha status within our clan,” the werewolf guard growled, causing the elder guard next to him to lay a hand on his shoulder.

“Pup, calm your temper. Offending the shopkeeper will only get you reprimanded by the captain and sent to the purification chamber,” the elder werewolf said.

“Apologies, Uncle… I have not seen my pack in many moons,” the werewolf said in a softer tone. “My emotions have gotten the better of me.”

“Our people are at a pivotal precipice where we can change our very lot. Our ancestor recently performed most valorously in battle on another world against deadly foes and managed to rescue Lord Ragamul from the clutches of true death,” the graying werewolf said. “We must follow Lord Aarnalf’s example and pave the way for our clan. Do not bring shame to Clan Valeclaw.”

“You speak true, let us—”The werewolf stopped, looking to Orodan and Zaessythra who’d walked in. “A noble of House Varachma? An honorary member, perhaps?”

“Pup, sound the alarm, we were told to watch for half-drag⁠—”

“Now, Orodan.”

Domain of Perfect Cleaning established a connection to the shopkeeper’s mind. Simultaneously, W78 jumped on the connection to begin the subtle work of tampering with the shopkeeper’s senses. All the vampire saw was Orodan and Zaessythra walking in, gesturing to the two werewolf guards to walk out, and them all leaving. It was important, as even though the werewolves held no tethers, the man had one leading from him to someone within the Palace of the Eternal Moon. Harming the shopkeeper or breaking the tether would undoubtedly raise an alarm.

In reality, Orodan had his hands around both their throats and promptly slammed them into the ground. They were Elite-level guards, no match at all for his raw might.

“No need to kill them,” Orodan said. “They’ve done us no harm. No need to deprive a daughter of her father.”

“Fine, if you want to complicate matters. Let’s drag them to the cellar where we can knock them out and leave them be for a while,” she suggested.

The trio moved to the cellar of the shop with the captive werewolves, and upon arrival, tossed them into a corner where Orodan used Domain of Perfect Cleaning to destroy their mental selves in the mindscape. They’d recover eventually, but for now were knocked unconscious.

Using skills so close to a city was ironically a bit easier for W78 to screen against the eyes and detection methods of the enemy. Out in the wilds where nobody should’ve been present, emissions of mana or soul energy stood out. It was why even a minor usage of Domain of Perfect Cleaning caused the vampire to descend in the Fraakshal Forest. Nothing of Orodan’s strength level should’ve been present in there. Near the city walls, though? Far harder to discern

“Information: Store change of shift in one hour, thirteen minutes. Analysis: Limited time remaining until shopkeeper returns to cellar,” W78 explained.

In other words, they had about that long until the shopkeeper discovered the unconscious werewolves. A steep time limit.

“Not long, let’s get the armor and uniforms on and move,” Orodan said.

“Don’t you think I’m a little large for these armor sets?” Zaessythra asked. “How am I to conceal my wings?”

“Just carry me on your back in a sack alongside W78,” Orodan suggested. “That way you can hide your wings too.”

“You can’t be serious…”

Ten minutes later, they were looking at the sewer entrance emptying out into the lake.

It turned out that Orodan was in fact, serious. What else could they do? Charge the gates? Orodan could only dream.

If Zaessythra wasn’t going to let him fight much, then he’d go along with this conniving scheme, to the maximal extent too.

The half-dragon looked comical and more than out of place. In fact, at close glance there was no way this would work at all. Zaessythra wasn’t a werewolf, she had none of the fur, ears, and teeth, and though her wings were concealed and a helmet covered her horns, her displacement was rather obvious. This was a stupid plan from the get-go, even from Orodan’s perspective.

Which was why Domain of Perfect Cleaning would be used, with W78 helping to alter their senses.

The sewer pipe leading out to the lake was heavily enchanted, the sewage which came out was practically clean water by the time it entered the lake. Bloodsuckers they might’ve been, but let none say the vampires of Shadowmoon City didn’t take hygiene seriously.

Vision of Purity told Orodan that the first of the approaching werewolf guards—the gray-furred captain of the lot—didn’t look too happy.

He was bundled up into a sack with a hole cut out so Zaessythra’s wings could also fit in, alongside W78 in scroll form. Needless to say, it was rather cramped. It was a good thing Zaessythra was ten feet tall, or else there would be even less room. As it stood, he was contorted into a compact shape and pressed against her upper back.

It was a stupid plan which should’ve failed right away. Save for the fact that Orodan had seen some interesting details in the minds of the two werewolves he’d delved into.

Minor changes to what someone perceived through the Psionic Assault portion of his Celestial skill weren’t too difficult. But expecting the werewolves to ignore the lack of fur and the height was a problem. Additionally, he wasn’t exactly stealthy. He could alter what someone saw, but not without also alerting the individual that their mind was being tampered with.

Which was fine, for he had W78 to aid in the delicate work. For all he had to do… was open the connection and maintain it. From there, his friend would alter how tall she was in the perceptions of the guards.

And as for the lack of fur…

“Soldier! You dare serve in your civilian form?” the approaching werewolf with graying fur growled. “What is the meaning of this dereliction of duty? Have you forgotten the basic tenets? We are to remain in battle form at all times while we serve!”

“I apologize… elder…” Zaessythra muttered, attempting to look pitiful.

“Spare me your weak groveling! Why are you pink-skinned and lacking fur? Vulnerable to blade and arrow, do you think you’re fit to stand before the lords of House Almante now?” the elder asked. “What if our enemies were to show up this instant? We are at war! Perhaps I should send you to the air purification chamber to reflect on your shoddy conduct? Mayhap the fumes will clear your mind!”

Within the sack, Orodan was sweating as he concentrated on using his Celestial skill to maintain the connection to the minds of all the nearby guards, while not using more power than would be detected. It was pure luck and a good turn for once that there were no mental specialists or enchantments nearby which detected mental tampering. And if there were… perhaps W78 felt confident in dealing with them.

[Domain of Perfect Cleaning 92 → Domain of Perfect Cleaning 93]

Orodan could alter what someone saw, but doing so without alarming them would’ve been a real issue. In this case, it wasn’t just him alone. His hand was wrapped around the metal scroll case that was W78. Fine mental work where the target wasn’t alerted was still beyond him, his Celestial skill was powerful, but he wasn’t a mental specialist who could stealthily wipe minds or alter thoughts.

W78 was better at delicate mental work, but the sheer speed and raw force of assaulting and creating a path into someone’s mind was something Orodan was good at thanks to his obscene reserves of power and monumental will. The initial entry caused a brief instant where the wolf’s eyes narrowed in alarm. It was exceedingly short, and smoothed over as W78 got to work, removed the feelings of suspicion and altered what the werewolf captain saw. Orodan was still connected to its mind and witnessed some of the finest mental work he’d ever seen performed.

In fact, it was utterly unlike any form of mental combat or mind alteration Orodan had ever seen. The very way W78 altered the werewolf’s perception and memories was just inhuman, as though his friend didn’t work by the same rules of the mindscape that he and other mental magic specialists did. Hells, in a sense, even the Celestial Emperor’s Dao of Domination and Supremacy, while higher in raw power, still functioned in a standard and predictable way. Everyone else operated conventionally, while W78 interacted with the mind in a most unorthodox manner. A difference owed to the nature of machine minds?

Orodan watched and learned as W78 managed to remove the werewolf captain’s slight feelings of suspicion toward her. It helped that the captain had a new female werewolf on his squad who was taller than him, so that was who W78 modelled her face in his mind after. From the werewolf’s perspective, all he saw was his new recruit in human form, tall to begin with.

Altering her to appear seven feet tall instead of ten feet wasn’t too difficult. Furthermore, Orodan himself was decently tall and often stood out, but this was by the standards of an Alastaian human. On Narictus, he’d be considered on the taller end but within expectations, as the people were at least a foot taller in some cases. Whether it was the nutrition, magic, or inter-breeding between humans and the tall, lanky moon elves he’d occasionally seen among the merchant class, he didn’t know.

All in all, Zaessythra’s duped appearance was only a matter of degree and not something ludicrous like altering her to be shorter than the captain. Something that would be far harder to get away with when the head was craned upwards.

“My apologies, elder, I can only atone for my shortcomings,” Zaessythra attempted to pitifully grovel.

“And what’s with that bag you carry? Were… were you out shopping! Let us all see what you have bought,” the werewolf said as he reached into the sack without really looking in.

In response, Orodan gave the searching hand his re-purposed rag he’d fashioned into a disguise.

“Hrm? A dirty rag? And are these eyeholes cut out? Recruit… are you attempting to cross-train for the infiltration unit?” the captain asked, a tone of derision evident. “First you falter in your duties, and now you wish to join the ranks of the shadow wolves and moon elves? What would your ancestors think of such actions? We of the Valeclaw are warriors! Such underhanded methods are not our way! And such a pathetic disguise too, is this a joke? Did you think this rag would fool anyone? Who in their right mind would wear such a gimmick and expect it to work?”

Orodan seethed with indignation and outrage. This furry fop dared to insult his talents in the arts of disguise!

“Apologies, elder… I should have known such an incompetent disguise would never work,” Zaessythra said, and he swore he heard a hint of mocking sarcasm as she delivered the line.

Orodan could only silently bear the mocking. These inferior fools would never understand the true meaning of disguise!

“Now then, let’s see what else you have…” the guard captain said as the hand reached in once more. A furry hand brushed against his hair. “Hairy… silken, too…”

“Just some carpets, elder…” Zaessythra lied.

“Truly? Let’s see if anything else of note is in here,” the guard said as the hand left Orodan’s head and rummaged. It grasped Zaessythra’s wings, causing her to hold back a grunt of annoyance, until Orodan pried his hand off by shoving something else into it. It was all he had at hand too. “A rather jostling bag you have here… but what’s this? A metallic scroll?”

W78 wisely made no sounds as he was held by the werewolf.

“My reading material,” she answered. “A scroll containing various techniques on… infiltration.”

“A scroll? We’re at war with the cultivators and you wish to peruse their reading materials? A regular book was not to your liking? Well… I suppose there’s some merit in knowing the enemy and their methods of war,” the guard said and flashed his teeth. “Feh! Your dereliction of duty is an embarrassment. Back in my day, you’d have been whipped a hundred times and thrown to the frontlines until you killed a thousand foes by yourself! However… the current clan leadership insists we be easier on you pups. Go then, get out of my sight. The chamber of air purification will be a good reading spot for you. Perhaps being forced to inhale the fumes until the end of your shift will be a good reminder to remain in battle form. It might even clear your mind to aid in your studies, hah!”

With one final bout of mocking laughter, the guard captain shoved W78 back into the sack and clapped Zaessythra on the shoulder and allowed her through. The other werewolf guards who were farther away had looks of disappointment and pity on their faces, all while Orodan finally dropped the connections as Zaessythra moved past the chokepoint of the sewer.

Altering what someone saw in the midst of combat was one thing, especially when it wasn’t delicate work which involved avoiding the arousal of suspicion. Tampering with what the Transcendent vampire saw was a far simpler matter too, since she’d been killed shortly after. Even if she’d been alarmed, that feeling and knowledge of it hadn’t been transmitted through the tether connecting to her master. Anyone observing through the tether would’ve only seen the witches of the forest assaulting the vampire with a mental assault and promptly killing her with a specialized weapon. Something Orodan had altered to make it seem so.

To alter the senses of the actual target while not arousing suspicion was currently beyond Orodan. Good thing W78 was here.

They proceeded onward, reaching a large room which had a mana battery powering numerous enchantments. Most of the enchantments dealt with purifying the water, and there were even a few which dealt with the smell inside the chamber itself. Although, they’d been deactivated with a note underneath saying how it was meant to foster discipline and willpower in new recruits whenever they screwed up.

Good training in Orodan’s opinion.

“I think we’re far enough now, we can take this gear off,” Zaessythra said as she began taking the armor off. “Shame, it’s of rather decent quality… I’d even say it’s of dwarven-make.”

“You had dwarves on your world?” Orodan asked as he tore his way out of the sack, liberating both himself, W78, and Zaessythra’s wings. “I thought it was mainly half-dragons and the pure-bloods who wanted to eradicate your kind?”

“A lot of worlds have dwarves. Varkir, the chief God of dwarven-kind, is rather mercenary and willing to work for whoever benefits him and his people the most,” Zaessythra explained. “It would not surprise me if he had emissaries upon Narictus, or craftsmen who sold their services at a steep price. More than worth it, given how excellent the quality of dwarven arms and armor are.”

Orodan would have to begrudgingly agree to that. He’d met Varkir once when the Dwarven God of Crafting, Endurance, and Honor had descended unto Thavri Grimbreaker, the mightiest of the under-mountain dwarves, on his homeworld of Alastaia. And this was after one absolute slog of a fight, where he barely managed to damage that turtle-like dwarf at all. The gear truly was of some excellent quality.

“Information: Dwarven craft exceeds even Unity parameters for metallurgic strength and efficiency,” W78 said.

“Even your people can’t compare? I’ll take your word for it then,” Orodan replied. “Now then… I smell the purification chamber up ahead; I think we’re getting close.”

“I wish I couldn’t smell it… It’s almost as foul as the wyvern pens I had to scrub growing up. Not a smell I hoped to be reminded of,” Zaessythra said. “Now then, I have a non-magical raft that should… Orodan… what are you doing?”

“Huh? What do you mean?” Orodan asked as he took all his clothes off besides his undergarments and put them into a spatial ring. “How else are we going to sneak in if we don’t go for a swim?”

He was slightly concerned as Zaessythra almost seemed to tremble as her face scrunched up. And in his opinion, she was staring a bit much.

“That… you realize this is raw sewage mixed with blood, correct?” she asked.

“And? The Shard won’t steal itself; we have a heist to perform and enemies to slay. Safer to swim through the sewage than try to raft above it,” Orodan replied. “Come on, I’ll scrub you clean myself once we’re out.”

“That will not be necessary,” she insistently said while shaking her head. “They really did pick the most unhinged lunatic for this time loop, didn’t they? Let’s get this over with.”

Orodan leapt into the flow first, W78’s metallic scroll form in hand. An ordinary mortal would’ve likely died from being in the purification chamber alone. The air simply wasn’t suitable for breathing, and people would pass out and then pass away. Of course, neither of the three needed to breathe.

It was as filthy as one would expect, and slimier and more than a bit thicker than a swim in a lake. Yet, it wasn’t really an issue to cut through the liquid and against the flow as he and Zaessythra swam along.

Without the ability to launch a scan that wouldn’t trigger detection, Zaessythra wasn’t of much use as a guide. Consequently, Orodan took point, using Vision of Purity to maintain visuals as they swam. The sewers of blood extended all the way underneath Shadowmoon City, even going beneath the Palace of the Eternal Moon itself. That was their target.

About a third of the way in, his Vision of Purity began picking up wards and enchantments. All of these were detection alarms for things above the surface of the sewage water. With them staying below the surface, it didn’t pick them up. There were also some which were meant to prevent the migration and breeding of blood slimes and other foul creatures in the sewers; nothing the group needed to worry about.

About halfway in, there was a grate of sorts, one meant not for the filtration of blood and excreta… but corpses. Bodies were stacked up against the grate and promptly vaporized by a flaming enchantment which boiled the sewer water.

Orodan and Zaessythra simply passed through, W78 in hand. The grates weren’t so far apart that someone couldn’t squeeze through with some effort. Ironically, Zaessythra had an easier time getting through the gaps than Orodan. Yes, she was ten feet tall versus his near seven, but Orodan was wider and had far more muscle on his frame.

Still, they managed and got to the other side. Which was where they ran into some real obstacles.

Someone had left their pets down in the sewers. And while the prospect of a fight wasn’t an issue, the risk of detection was. Each of the crimson-skinned ghouls had sensory tethers sending information to someone in the palace, and there were dozens feeding on corpses as they were thrown down the sewer grates and the flows merged into a central one.

Furthermore, these ghouls specifically evolved to live and breed in the sewers of blood. Werewolves, vampires, and the like couldn’t exactly sniff them out while swimming underwater in blood and excreta, but these creatures could.

It was an efficient monitoring system Orodan had to admit.

And the nearest ghouls were in fact sniffing around and drawing closer and closer to their position. The trio had their soul emissions lowered, but if a wild beast actually saw them, there was a good chance its natural instincts would activate and it would go running away, thereby triggering the watching spymaster. They acted like hungry dogs, drooling at the prospect of a meal as they drifted closer.

Which was when Orodan had the bright idea to play fetch.

His left hand was lopped off at the wrist by his own sword and was promptly thrown out of the water in another direction, causing the nearest dozen ghouls to go running off. His hand immediately regenerated, and Orodan smiled as he’d come upon a convenient way forward.

The overseer of these creatures would likely still investigate… but seeing something curious versus seeing Orodan himself were two different things. One would cause an investigating party to descend and perhaps even try to collect Orodan’s lopped off hands for investigation and potential further alarm. The other would cause the instant descent of the Hegemony.

Still, it worked, and for the next ten minutes, Orodan swam and occasionally lopped off a hand to throw at the ghouls. Frankly… he doubted they could even eat it, particularly given the whimpers of pain as a few broke their teeth upon his discarded limbs. It wasn’t his fault they failed to take the hand he offered.

At last, the trio were directly under the sewer grate nearest the Palace of the Eternal Moon.

Any farther and they’d run into a particularly troublesome creature, a many-eyed vampiric octopus which they couldn’t easily sneak by. This right here was as close as they could get without getting detected.

Orodan’s head surfaced, followed by Zaessythra.

Her mismatched white and gold eyes held a look of annoyance directed toward him, and her pale skin was positively slimy with grime and blood. Her human skin could be cleaned easily enough, but the scaled parts would need a thorough scrubbing given all the blood and filth caught within. And her normally white hair… the less said about it the better.

Still, despite all that, Orodan found himself staring for a bit longer than he should have. Who knew a trip through the sewers could make someone look so good? Her eyes narrowed further, and he finally looked away, mainly because that line of thought would only lead to pain and distraction. He could afford neither in his circumstances.

“Well? What next? It actually smells worse now that we’ve broken the surface, so let’s dive down or get out of here,” she said.

“You could just choose not to breathe,” Orodan countered. “It’s not like either of us need it at our level.”

“There’s something about breaking the surface after a swim and taking a breath of air,” she answered. “You learn to miss the small things when you’re bound to a book.”

“Fair enough, from here we’ll ascend and move into the palace,” Orodan said.

“Information: Military-oriented architecture above, odds of encountering enemy patrols – high,” W78 said.

“We’re under a⁠—”

Orodan moved her head to the side, interrupting her as she spoke. Just in time for a rather large dollop of filth to land where her head had previously been.

“The werewolf barracks. There’s a decent number of them up there, and we’re directly beneath the privy, I believe.”

Zaessythra practically growled.

“What? You agreed to this, you could’ve stayed on Xian if you wanted.”

“When I had my memories and body restored by some mad time looper, swimming through raw and bloody sewage while dodging lumps of dung wasn’t what I was expecting to do,” she remarked. “Let’s ascend.”

She grabbed both of his arms, and with a single beat of her wings, they reached the openings of the piping system.

Dirty, and some of them were too small to really crawl through. Many were man-sized, likely meant for the disposal of corpses. These were the ones Orodan and Zaessythra traveled through to reach the werewolf guard barracks above.

The building was directly adjacent to the Palace of the Eternal Moon, and the base of power for the werewolf guards of royal House Almante. They were responsible for the safety and security of all Shadowmoon City and the nearby areas. They were not, however, permitted to enter the palace. That was an honor reserved for the Blood Guard, the royal protectors of the palace who were all vampires.

They ascended the corpse pipes, fingers leaving dents in the piping, until they were near the holding cells. This was when he began to hear the murmur of voices, though Orodan’s Vision of Purity could see clearly.

“I don’t like this…” said one werewolf as he threw a corpse of an executed villager down the pipe. The corpse fell past Orodan and Zaessythra and continued on. “We should offer to turn them so they might join the clan and swell our numbers, perhaps while being closely monitored. That or hand them a weapon so they might die honorably in battle. To butcher hapless peasants… elder, why do we do this?”

“I… it is not our place to question the orders from up high, pup,” another werewolf—a guard captain—said. “Lord Evgaros has demanded their deaths, and even the crown must appease one of its more powerful subjects from time to time. As soldiers of House Almante, we can only obey. These prisoners came from a round-up of any unaffiliated villages near the Fraakshal. Supposedly they’re in league with the witches who slew Lady Isadora.”

“Elder… these pink-skins do not even know of her existence. Is this not just a message and vehement retribution?” the werewolf asked. “How long till our masters find cause to carry out vengeance upon us for slights we knew naught of?”

“You speak dangerously! Do your duty and mind your tongue, whelp! I have a pack waiting at home, jeopardize me not with your words,” the captain growled. “Need I remind you the lake-regiment is requesting more men? They have a few soldiers unaccounted for. Finish up here so that we may reinforce them. Probably more damned witches.”

“Yes, elder… Hrm… I smell something… a ghoul coming up the pipe?”

“The enchantment should stop them… pup, draw your weap⁠—”

It was over quite fast. Orodan practically flew out the corpse-gate and gave each of them a good smack before they could sound any alarm. They were then sent into unconsciousness through the Domain of Perfect Cleaning. All around the room… were freshly slain corpses.

Any usage of Time Reversal to bring them back would also raise the alarm. These deaths were an after-effect of the vampire whose killing he’d orchestrated in the Fraakshal Forest. He wasn’t enough of a self-flagellating idealist to blame himself for their deaths, but he was still unhappy about it all the same.

The Midnight Court was tyrannical. And Orodan didn’t like it.

“We can return to resurrect them once we’ve won the war,” Zaessythra suggested.

“It’s fine. At the very least, I’ll make sure the one who ordered their deaths pays,” he said.

His own hands were stained with blood, and perhaps he was a bit hypocritical, but watching the common folk be slaughtered for things outside of their control irked him to no end. It reminded him deeply of growing up, of Ogdenborough. Where House Argon would lop the hand off an uninvolved street rat while the thief who’d stolen the bread ran off.

“We can’t afford a direct fight… we have to be smart about this, Orodan,” she warned.

“And why not? Haven’t we come close enough through being quiet and sneaky? From here on out, we could feasibly rush our enemies and inflict as much damage as possible, as is our mission,” Orodan countered. “After all, we’re to not only take the Shard, but also to swing the war effort towards our favor.”

“Which will all be for naught if the enemy manages to land a strike using the Shard on you,” she retorted. “You are the strategic asset. We need to secure the Shard or find some way of preventing its use against you first. Only then can we safely begin striking against the forces of the Hegemony here.”

Orodan had thoughts about that plan, yet for now stowed them away.

In any case, things were clearer now. He had an apparent goal; was at the location he was supposed to be… and was close enough that Vision of Purity could see the entirety of the Palace of the Eternal Moon.

It saw everyone within. It could look through walls, objects, people, and terrain to see whatever he needed to.

Including the Lord of Night sitting atop his throne, the Shard on an amulet around his neck.
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“We should detonate the weapon immediately and restart!” Zaessythra argued. “Now that we know where the Shard is, we can bring in as much assistance and strength as necessary to assault the palace on the next attempt.”

“I thought that’s to be used only when the Hegemony descends upon us,” Orodan said. “How about we confront this Lord of Night first?”

Beating up the regular werewolf guards and sending them into unconsciousness was a trifling matter, and from there, finding the entrance to the palace proper was simple enough. The problems arose when they encountered the first of the Blood Guard, the royal guards of the palace.

Each one had elaborate spells cast upon their minds, tethers connecting to a hooded vampire seated to the right of the Lord of Night, and various enchanted items which all warded against mind and soul assaults. Orodan could break through them, but not undetected, and neither could W78.

“Analysis: Feasibility of undetected infiltration – low. Solution: Break and enter.”

“Well said, my friend,” Orodan praised. “I think we’ve gotten as close as we can through stealth, now is the time to smash and grab. To confront the enemy.”

“The moment you do that, the Hegemony will fire their weapon, we might as well have no time at all,” Zaessythra said.

“Not necessarily. In the very first attempt I had… that Shard was only used after a decent amount of time. I estimate we might have at least twenty minutes if I’m being generous,” Orodan said. “Twenty minutes is a lot of time to cause damage.”

She could only sigh.

“Well, I suppose we have no other options then,” Zaessythra muttered.

Orodan had one gigantic grin on his face.

The time for sneaking about was over… it was time for fighting!

The instant he crossed the threshold into the palace, an alarm went off and hundreds of ethereal arrows flew through the walls and passed through the very ground he walked on to assault him. He flared Shield Intent and defended against them easily enough.

“Analysis: Soul detection and scanning wards. Information: Ward efficiency is beyond this unit’s ability to perform countermeasures against.”

“That’s fine, you’ve gotten us more than far enough,” Orodan said as he threw the two nearest Blood Guard into the walls and promptly ignored them. The royal guards were mere Grandmasters and not worth his time.

He sought enemy Gods and Transcendents. And the first of them responded immediately.

Ethereal, tall, and lanky. With pointed ears and dual-wielding daggers which moved exceedingly fast. This was a moon elf. And the ruby red eyes also told Orodan this was a vampire.

“The time looper! Send the alert!” the Transcendent vampire roared as a necklace around his neck glowed and sent a message pulse out.

The moon elf was quick, but still an early Transcendent, a new one. A brutal bash of his shield crunched his opponent’s nose, and a mighty follow-up swing carved a horrific wound across the foe’s bosom. It was but two attacks, however, the shockwaves shattered all the decor and furniture of the opulent hall.

“Apologies for breaking your home, I’m here to collect something,” Orodan said.

The Transcendent had a look of sheer panic upon his face. In a straight melee, Orodan felt confident he could overpower this lanky and fragile looking elf through honest might. Absolute Body Composition, Body Tempering, his defensive abilities, and his self-healing capabilities came together to make Orodan Wainwright a deadly foe who was far stronger than one would think, and practically unkillable.

To the side, the very dimensional boundaries crackled as Zaessythra was battling a twelve-foot-tall glowing yellow werewolf of hulking proportions. It was a God expending energy by the second to remain in the material plane, divine energy roiling off its frame. It was an expert at unarmed combat. She was winning, if barely, and at this rate the battle would simply drag on.

Frankly, Orodan thought this skinny dagger-wielding foe was a bit unsatisfying anyways. Which was why he pulled Zaessythra by the shoulder and nudged her toward his opponent as he rotated and turned to face the werewolf God.

“Let’s swap, my opponent is a bit weak for my tastes,” Orodan said.

She rolled her eyes but looked all too happy to bully the weakling he’d traded off.

“Time looper! Your end approaches! You face Gregorios the Golden Claw; the yellow moon empowers me, and all wolf-kin of Narictus pray to me for their might!” the werewolf bellowed. “That puny shield and little body of yours won’t hold up against my assault! Evade me or die where you stand!”

“Shield? Evade?” Orodan asked as he put both weapons away. “I want to face you like a warrior!”

The enemy God’s eyes widened a fraction as Orodan chose the ridiculous option of meeting its divinely empowered claw with his fist.

An All-Strike met a mighty divine claw, the two attacks stalemated until the Action Increases came into play, and the werewolf God was blown back and sent through multiple walls of the incredibly durable palace.

[All-Strike 89 → All-Strike 90]

[Divine Resistance 52 → Divine Resistance 53]

Fist against claw. Finally, a proper brawl.

“Divine Resistance… of course. I neglected the warnings and paid the price. No more… now you face me and my own might!” Gregorios bellowed and blitzed forward to meet Orodan once more.

The next clash of blows was far more even. Mainly because the werewolf God was using its own soul energy rather than divine energy gathered from its followers.

Orodan’s right fist was caught by the enemy’s left hand, and the werewolf God’s right claw was tightly gripped in Orodan’s left. They were in a locked grapple, broken by a sudden knee from Orodan slamming into his opponent’s leg, causing it to buckle.

“I see tales of your might and talent were not exaggerated. You truly do fight toe-to-toe,” the werewolf said. “Still, I have one more method of attack than you do. Fear the fangs that come for your neck!”

A set of jaws swooped down and attempted to lunge for his exposed neck…

…only for Orodan to meet them with a furious headbutt.

[Unarmed Combat Mastery 89 → Unarmed Combat Mastery 90]

[New Title → Unarmed Combat Master]

His enemy’s attack was partly successful in that pieces of fang and tooth were embedded in Orodan’s skull. However, these pieces came from the utterly shattered face of the werewolf whose jaws had been broken.

Did he think Orodan feared biting? If jaws came for his neck, Orodan would simply meet them with his hard head!

The werewolf was no slouch. The grandstanding and theatrics on his opponent’s part ceased, and a deathly serious melee began as Orodan matched the werewolf God blow for blow and began overwhelming it. The God was strong, stronger than the weak moon elf vampire, but perhaps a notch below Zaessythra in terms of battle power.

Within two minutes, Gregorios the werewolf God of the Hegemony was on his last legs and about to be dealt a finishing blow, when a mental assault smashed into Orodan’s mind.

[Psionic Resistance 78 → Psionic Resistance 79]

[Warrior’s Reciprocity 85 → Warrior’s Reciprocity 86]

Not bad, but the Celestial Emperor’s was stronger, and this assault was a Psionic one.

The culprit was a True Vampire hanging off the ceiling, upside down, looking every bit the stereotypical bat as possible. The enemy Psionic also looked utterly disoriented and on the verge of losing grip and falling to the ground. Warrior’s Reciprocity made it pay dearly for the assault.

“My Psionic Resistance just levelled up, thank you,” Orodan said, preparing to advance.

Before he could, he heard familiar metallic whirring and the angry whirr of a machine. W78 was expanding into combat form.

The next mental assault wasn’t delivered by the enemy psionic, but by his friend who caused the enemy to drop. It began flying in the air, and W78 activated some manner of propelling flame underneath them, which allowed the metallic warrior of the Unity to also fly and meet the True Vampire in combat.

Zaessythra had successfully killed the Transcendent moon elf vampire, too. All in all, this freed Orodan up to launch a downward All-Strike at his opponent…

…which missed, as the entirety of the Palace of the Eternal Moon shifted.

It was space manipulation; someone was folding space inwards to draw them toward the throne room.

Orodan would’ve ordinarily countered the hostile spatiomancy, but for once, getting closer to the Lord of Night was in line with his goals.

The palace shifted, space folded, and the walls moved about until they were somehow standing in the throne room.

Before them were a number of individuals. And the one sitting upon the throne was only the second most interesting one of the bunch.

The Lord of Night, a man known as the progenitor of vampire-kind across their galaxy. Rumored to be at level 149 with a Celestial skill. Blood-red eyes which felt as though they were attempting to scour Orodan’s very soul.

To the right of the man, a half-dragon, half-elven vampire. His scales shimmered with a strange silver power, and Orodan’s gut told him this man was a step above Zaessythra in battle power.

Behind the throne itself, was an opening leading to a clear view of the night sky and the three moons of Narictus. A view that was now subsumed almost entirely by a gigantic phoenix whose flames were a deep crimson red. It had accepted the blood curse. Orodan felt this was perhaps the weakest of the bunch, no stronger than the werewolf he’d fought and bested.

To the sides of the throne were Transcendent vampires, one of whom bore the sigil of House Evgaros, and another the sigil of House Varachma. There were more Transcendent and Grandmaster nobility among the vampires as well, but weaker. With the heads of the houses being the mightiest.

And the last…

…Orodan’s eyes never left the final person, even as the Lord of Night began speaking.

“Welcome, time looper. You devastate my subordinates and cause chaos, all in the name of this Shard, yes?” the Lord of Night asked as he pointed to the Shard hanging off his neck in the form of an amulet. “Is this your first time meeting me? If so, I am Vakan Almante, Lord of Night. You stand before the Midnight Court that I preside over. Care to introduce y⁠—”

“Orodan Wainwright… Long have I waited for this moment!”

That voice sounded so familiar, yet it was so mangled and distorted. The hatred in Orodan’s heart stirred, and his grip on his weapons tightened. He wanted nothing more than to wage eternal battle and war against the foe right this instant.

“Agathor! What the hells did you do to yourself?” Orodan asked, pure venom in his voice. “No… I care not. Let’s fight here and now, I have an unsettled grudge against you.”

“I shall run no more! I will fight you to the very end! Do you like the new power I wield? A most mighty fusion, a blurring of the very System’s boundaries. The line between God and Transcendent need not be so distinct when one can fuse both together. The divine mixing with man… God fusing with Transcendent. Who needs an Avatar… when a Crusader is far superior?”

This was an example of one of the Hegemony’s foul aberrations. A Crusader.

Beings that had been sent after Zaessythra hundreds of thousands of years ago. Gods couldn’t freely enter the material realm without great cost and the constant expenditure of power, but what if a God was combined with a Transcendent in a brutal process in which one party was almost entirely gone? The result… was a Crusader.

Albeit, this one hadn’t bonded correctly from the looks of it.

Agathor, the Inuanan God of War, the mightiest of the human Gods of Alastaia, his homeworld. The man who’d fled thirty thousand years ago and given cause for the Void Horror to rise up and destroy all civilization on the continent. The God who’d then tried to possess Orodan and enter the time loops.

The very God who Orodan mentally subverted and commanded to face him.

Was now a broken shell.

It was more than a little unsightly, seeing two extra arms popping out, and Agathor’s skin being cracked and broken in multiple places. Divine energy constantly flitted in and out, and the soul energy of whoever the other being was periodically spurted forth.

A botched combination. And if Vision of Purity was right… not one which favored Agathor.

“Are you even in control? Ironic… once upon a time you sought to possess me, and now look what’s happened… You’re being worn like a suit,” Orodan said. “Who knew that planting the seed of courage and a deathly desire to meet me in battle once more would do this to you?”

“You know nothing of the pain! That violating feeling of a permanent thought planted into your mind… no matter how many times I sought to escape it I could not. It haunted my every waking moment!” Agathor roared. “But now… now I shall slay you and be free at last! And whatever strange obscuration you have placed upon Alastaia will soon be stripped, and I shall return to rule over my birthright.”

In fact, at the time, Orodan had used Incorruptible Being upon the thought he’d snaked into the small bit of consciousness Agathor sent into his Avatar host. This caused that small thought to become pervasive, interminable. This created what stood before him now.

“A weakling like you will do nothing. Even with the seed of courage forcibly planted into your head, you’ll always be a coward, a thrall at core who can never take charge of his own destiny,” Orodan countered.

“You die now, Orodan! You will pay for all the suffering I have en—no, wait! Let me remain in control for a bit lon⁠—”

The divine energy remained, but the glow of the eyes vanished.

“That little upstart… he comes to our master, begging for the might necessary to beat the time looper, and he dares to take control from me?” the new voice asked. “You, time looper. You are the reason for his mental state, are you not? Good. Once you’re broken, I’ll have you fix his mind so the fusion can progress smoothly and reach equilibrium.”

“That would involve beating me first,” Orodan challenged as he stepped forward. “Whether he’s merged with some four-armed ogre or not, I’ll kill both you and Agathor at the same time.”

“Bold words. Orodan Wainwright, was it?” the Lord of Night asked. “You’re outnumbered, and you shan’t be escaping today. Setting foot on Narictus was a mistake.”

No more words were necessary, for the battle had begun.

Vakan Almante, the Lord of Night, simply hung back. Zaessythra engaged the half-dragon vampire, W78 fought against the phoenix and the other Transcendents in the room, yet would soon be overwhelmed without support.

As for Orodan, his eyes were set on the hated enemy from his past. He vowed then and there that Agathor would be the first God he killed. He charged forward to meet the incoming foe.

Agathor’s original form had a hammer in the left and a great sword in the right, with two spears on the back. This new form of his was four-armed, and the other two arms wielded these spears.

All his Action Increases came together. Sword and shield met spears, hammer, and great sword.

And Orodan found himself being forced back, barely managing to remain on his feet.

“They do not lie about you. You truly are a physical freak of existence,” the Crusader spoke. “Without the merging, I doubt either Agathor or I could have beaten you individually. Yet, together, with our souls nearly merged… you will find a Crusader to be a daunting foe. I can access his Mythical rarity skill, and he can access mine.”

Every blow of his was countered, his Combat Mastery not providing him nearly enough skill to match this foe. It was akin to fighting a foe who knew what he was going to do before he did it.

[Combat Mastery 88 → Combat Mastery 89]

Still, it just wasn’t enough time.

The phoenix summoned dozens of powerful necromantic minions. The Transcendent vampires were ganging up on W78, and Zaessythra was losing against the half-dragon vampire. All while Vakan Almante, the Lord of Night, simply sat in his throne, goblet of blood in hand.

Ten minutes of battle passed, and W78 shouted out a warning even as his friend was being pounded from all sides and on the verge of defeat.

“Information: Dimensional layers being breached.”

“Orodan! We have to go for it now!” Zaessythra shouted. Seemingly on the verge of activating the fail-safe weapon provided by the Conclave.

“Give me… twenty more seconds!” Orodan roared, and began focusing on something unexpected.

Orodan focused on the necromantic minions summoned by the vampiric phoenix which had unholy flames emanating from them.

And cast the single most overpowered Time Reversal he could upon them.

[Time Reversal 76 → Time Reversal 77]

[Time Mastery 72 → Time Mastery 73]

“He… he resurrected the minions!” the lord of House Varachma said.

“The amount of power needed to do such a thing…” muttered the half-dragon fighting Zaessythra.

He hadn’t seen it too clearly before, but when a phoenix was bringing the dead back and Orodan then reversed the situation and resurrected them… certain things became apparent. Certain insights could be made.

Life and death… death and rebirth… what was the true thing in common between it all?

Time.

Time was what affected the passage of everything.

What Orodan then needed in this situation and the attempts of this moving forward, was more time.

Beating a level 149 Celestial skill bearer in perhaps twenty minutes was just impossible. Not with the number of checkpoint uses he had left.

Yet, just as time could be reversed… might it not also be… compressed?

Sped up?

As Zaessythra activated the fail-safe weapon Vakan Almante looked deathly serious.

“Embodier’s Sacrifice! Stop it at all costs!”

Orodan focused, with all his might, even as the fail-safe weapon activated.

And just as the final moments of this attempt drew near, as the dimensional layers shattered around him,. as the Hegemony fired the beam channelled through the Shard at him…

…he found it.

[New Skill (Legendary) → Time Compression 1]

Time moved ever-so faster for him rather than everyone else. It was minuscule, and the loop was ending.

Yet, Orodan had a smile on his face.

[Checkpoint Restored]

“The passage will take you to the wilderness farthest away from any locations of enemy strength. We shall await your return,” Zhou Shan said. “The enemy can normally detect the presence of a Celestial skill bearer, to that end, Lady Sujana and I will be working to weave the ripples you produce and misdirect our foes into thinking you’re elsewhere.”

Immediately, Orodan channeled all his power into his new skill.

Everyone else seemed to move slowly.

[Time Compression 1 → Time Compression 3]

The energy expenditure was massive, the strain on his body, nearly unbearable. And even in the slowed time he could see the concern in Zaessythra and Zhou Shan’s face as they saw what was occurring. Except, to Orodan, it all seemed so slow.

It wasn’t perfect, he wouldn’t suddenly become all-powerful, not when the enormous energy expenditure was a limiter. He would die if he pushed it too far. That and enemy chronomancers who could try to interfere. Yet, as it stood… he’d acquired what he wanted.

The chronomancy scroll he’d been reading, the insights into time he’d gleaned from seeing necromancy…

…it had all come together.

And with this tool, and multiple repeats of grinding, Orodan would strike the Hegemony a fell blow and steal the Shard.

Agathor the Crusader—a hybrid of Transcendent and God—would be a hurdle, as would the vampiric half-dragon. And most importantly, the Lord of Night.

Yet, with this ground-breaking new ability, Orodan felt himself more than ready to take on all comers.

After all, when one could accelerate time for themselves and had an endless amount of energy to spend. Besting the enemy was but a matter of time.


Chapter 16
Acquiring the Shard


And so, it began.

Orodan, Zaessythra, and W78 were standing before the periphery of Shadowmoon City. He’d brought up the idea of going in alone. Of course, that was shot down. Without W78 camouflaging them, the trio would be almost instantly detected by one of the dozens of scans constantly running passively through the planet. Zaessythra held the fail-safe weapon and was the only one who could reliably kill Orodan before the Hegemony used the Shard upon him.

The fail-safe provided by the Conclave—otherwise known as an Embodier’s Sacrifice—was a one-time use destructive weapon of unfathomable power. One that had even caused the Lord of Night—a Celestial skill bearer of level 149—to become serious. He’d done a bit of reading before they’d stepped onto Narictus in this reset, and knowledge of them was rather sparse. Although, what records did say was that the weapon’s creation involved the death of a being at the Embodiment-level.

Lady Sujana, Knight Commander of the Conclave, had no issue with sharing a bit more. According to her, it was a gift from an ancient benefactor of theirs. Who the benefactor was, how they’d died, and what their relation to the Conclave was, she didn’t say. Still, it was essentially the soul of a slain Embodier was all she’d revealed, and Orodan hadn’t pushed any further.

He could infer it was a soul detonation of ridiculous proportions.

Fail-safe aside, they were now stood before Shadowmoon City, and stealth was no longer necessary when they now knew the location of the Shard and who held it. It was time to test his newfound skill in a practical capacity.

“The moment you begin using that skill, the wards will detect us and any soul specialists they have will sense it too. This close to the city, there’s no way to remain undetected when wielding the quantities of soul energy that you possess,” Zaessythra said.

“Information: Percentage chance of detection – one hundred,” W78 said. “Solution: Subject advised to develop sense of self-preservation and reconsider planned actions.”

“Heh… you think so too, huh?” Orodan asked. “Mayhap someone smarter would plan and find a creative way through this hurdle, but I believe you’ve come to know me. If there’s a fire, the only way I know is through it.”

“Information added to database. Analysis: Subject uniquely suited to producing improbable outcomes through unorthodox actions.”

Improbable, but not impossible.

Not when he had the time loops. Not when his unwavering will would never falter.

His eyes first began glowing white and then blazed with power as soul energy coursed through his cells.

[Time Compression 3 → Time Compression 5]

Soul energy emanated from him with such intensity that Zaessythra had to look away, and it was all channeled into his new skill.

Everything became slow.

Zaessythra’s sluggish turning of her head and the shielding of her eyes. W78’s rhythmic blinking of the glyphs upon their frame, the bats in the sky, and the werewolf guards in the distance whose shouts were all distorted.

And the immediate, if distorted, blaring of a city-wide alarm due to Orodan unleashing his soul energy.

This was all within expectations.

If he only had a limited amount of time from his detection to when the Hegemony would tear apart dimensional layers to use the Shard against him… then he would compress time and create more of it for himself.

He channeled even more power into the skill.

[Time Compression 5 → Time Compression 7]

Time began slowing further. The rhythmic blinks of runes upon W78’s frame became slow enough that Orodan could now see them gradually light up. Zaessythra’s speed became low enough that Orodan could see her blink, and the slow shifts in space were almost snail-like to his eyes.

Everything was slow, besides Orodan himself.

It wasn’t that he’d slowed anyone else down, rather simply himself. The rest of the universe’s timeframe ran normally, but it was his own time that Orodan compressed and sped up. Compressing a second to play out at ten times the speed, this was Time Compression. Not for anyone else, just for Orodan.

To those who saw him, it was as though every frame of time which impacted him was ten times faster. It was utterly addicting, it was supreme. No other chronomancer could manage such a feat, not when the energy costs were prohibitive enough that Orodan was nearing death.

He ramped down the compression, and still felt dramatically faster than everything else around him.

Still, this wasn’t perfect. He wasn’t all-powerful.

The sheer strain on his body was unbelievable as his own soul energy threatened to kill him. And most importantly…

…the existence of other chronomancers.

For a while everything was slow, and then came interference. Someone attempting to wrest control of time away from him. The source was behind the ripples in space appearing before him, even if the portal hadn’t fully materialized yet.

For thirty seconds of distorted time, Orodan resisted this unknown enemy chronomancer, until they finally realized that attempting to overpower a seemingly endless power source during chronomancy was a silly tactic. Instead, Orodan learned why quickening himself through chronomancy wasn’t the instant win he thought it would be.

Smooth skin in certain places, draconic scales in others, shimmering with silver power. This was the half-dragon that was giving Zaessythra a difficult time in the last long loop. And unlike everyone else, this half-dragon moved at a normal speed in Orodan’s hastened time, and Orodan himself felt the increased expenditure of energy on his end as a result.

“Profound… such raw might with Time Compression, yet such an unrefined usage,” the half-dragon said. “Riding the wave of your Time Compression is trivially easy.”

“You’re moving as fast as I am… you’re hastening yourself too?” Orodan asked.

“Far from it. Simply riding the hastened time field you’ve created,” the half-dragon said. “Going so fast would be taxing for even my draconic reserves of power. Yet, to hitch a ride upon yours? Much nicer, and it negates your advantage as well.”

Orodan’s eyes glowed further, and he focused in on exactly what was occurring.

Time Compression on himself was essentially creating a separate time field and compressing it, allowing him to move very, very fast. It made everything he did far faster while the world around him moved at normal speed. However, as he was beginning to learn, enemy chronomancers could jump onto his compressed ‘field’ and experience the positive benefits for themselves. This also increased the energy cost of the skill, as it involved speeding up another person, with the cost increasing the higher their energy reserves were.

[Time Compression 7 → Time Compression 8]

No more, he thought.

Soul energy erupted and the aim was to throw this half-dragon intruder out of his time field.

They tussled over control of time, and Orodan, despite his inferior skill, might have even won if that contest went on. His enemy, unfortunately, wasn’t stupid, and the half-dragon Transcendent had already learned that Orodan’s energy reserves were bottomless.

Even more unwanted people were dragged into his field of compressed time. Not the beneficial kind who might be of help to him, but the enemy. A glowing golden-furred werewolf God was hastened, as was a Transcendent moon elf vampire. And the speed of the Time Compression naturally slowed as two more beings of great power were thrown onto the hastened time field. The energy costs for Time Compression were spiraling upwards as this half-dragon forcibly threw more people onto Orodan’s spell.

[Time Compression 8 → Time Compression 10]

“Such speed! I feel invincible! The world shall know the might of Gregorios!” the golden werewolf God declared. “The first to die… shall be these slow allies of yours!”

Orodan’s eyes widened as he caught onto the implication. The enemies who jumped onto his hastened time field were moving far faster than normal time. Yet, Zaessythra and W78 were not.

The sensible move would’ve been to drop it altogether and fight at regular speed. Yet, that wasn’t Orodan’s way. The way he saw it; in for a copper… in for a silver.

“You won’t win,” the half-dragon boasted. “I’ll simply keep adding more people to this hastened time field of yours. Your allies will die, and then you’ll be stuck fighting us all by yourself. Your talents in chronomancy are nothing compared to mine.”

“I admit, your grasp over time is far superior to mine. I won’t be stopping you from jumping onto my time fields any time soon,” Orodan professed. “Outmaneuver me, you might, but overpower me, you won’t. Since you insist on dragging more people in here, let me join in on this game. Let’s see just how far I can push this Time Compression.”

At the very least, this would be excellent training.

With a look of utter concentration, Orodan drew Zaessythra and W78 into the hastened time field. W78 wasn’t so bad, and neither was Zaessythra, yet the Embodier’s Sacrifice she carried was utterly monstrous in the amount of energy it contained, and pulling it into the time field nearly overwhelmed Orodan with how much the expenditure spiked.

[Time Compression 10 → Time Compression 12]

Zaessythra popped into the hastened time and immediately acclimated, as did W78.

“Analysis: Energy usage matching average output of small world core,” W78 said.

“You think? I’ve gotten better at withstanding my own soul energy, but this is straining even me,” Orodan growled as his body crackled with power.

The enemy half-dragon didn’t look too happy at the development.

“Do you think dragging your allies into the Time Compression will do anything? Perhaps you feel your endless soul gives you free rein to do as you wish?” the half-dragon vampire asked. “I have heard of you, Orodan Wainwright. They speak in hushed whispers of the time looper as though you’re more legend than man, yet everything has its limits, even you. Just how many more people can you hold aloft in this hastened time field of yours? How much soul energy will you expend till you either give up and stop or your physical form burns out entirely?”

“Why don’t you help me test that then?” Orodan asked. “After all, if you’re so high and mighty, how about we determine which is superior… your control over time, or my raw power to affect it?”

“A banal taunt which will not work. My master has instructed me to avoid putting you in situations where you might rapidly gain power,” the half-dragon vampire said even as its silvery scales shimmered with the power of time. “Do you think me a fool? That I’d simply allow you to gain strength? We have been told of your proclivity for gaining skills through death.”

A shame, Orodan was hoping the half-dragon would be easy to taunt, but that wasn’t going to be the case. At high levels, once his enemies knew of the loop… they were unwilling to allow him to take advantage of it.

“That’s fine. You’ve at least put the idea into my head, and that’s what matters,” Orodan said. “And if you’re not going to pull more people into this Time Compression of mine… then I’ll simply do so myself.”

His eyes began glowing, overflowing with soul energy as he threw more and more power into the Time Compression. Long ago, Eternal Soul Reactor was a painful skill to draw upon. Nowadays though, it was just a rush of exhilaration as he brought his willpower to bear upon his soul and demanded it churn harder and harder while he denied its explosion.

Unlike the finesse of this enemy chronomancer, Orodan couldn’t easily drag select individuals into his Time Compression from a distance, not yet at least. Instead, his method of expanding the range of his hastened time field… was to slowly push it outwards, enveloping everything it touched.

His body began to tear itself apart, his cells began suffering destruction, and Orodan neared death as the energy costs of Time Compression dramatically increased as he pulled more and more of the environment into it.

[Time Compression 12 → Time Compression 13]

[Time Mastery 73 → Time Mastery 74]

This was excellent training, even if he was nearing death as he did so.

His enemy really didn’t seem to like it though.

“That time field is expanding as we speak! The energy expenditure will kill him!” the half-dragon vampire roared. “Do not allow the time looper to kill himself!”

Thus began the most curious battle he’d been in to date, where Orodan expanded his chronomantic spell to cover an ever-growing area, and the enemy fled as he did so.

Who knew that chronomancy was such a convenient way of forcing them to gain some distance lest they cause Orodan to kill himself through excessive soul energy channelling?

The half-dragon vampire threw the werewolf God and the moon elf Transcendent out of the time field. This had the subsequent effect of lowering the pressure upon Orodan. Less burden meant not as much gains.

Following this, the next card they played was the familiar mental assault. An enemy True Vampire tried drilling into his mind with a psionic attack, yet it failed with W78 moving to engage it, and the time field simply kept expanding.

Of course, the enemy half-dragon’s retreat didn’t mean it had left Orodan alone entirely. Rather, it was simply preparing its next move. A tactic which involved dragging mass numbers of lower level chronomancers into Orodan’s Time Compression.

[Time Compression 13 → Time Compression 14]

The strain upon his body increased noticeably, yet it wasn’t as much as it would be if a God or Transcendent had been dragged in for a ride. A force of roughly two hundred Grandmaster-level chronomancers had been brought in. And how did he know they were such? Because the second they came in, they began alleviating the pressure on Orodan, taking a good portion of the burden of the Time Compression onto themselves.

“Hey! That’s mine!” Orodan yelled. “You can’t just… take control of my skill!”

“They can, and they’re smart to do so,” Zaessythra said. “Counter-chronomancy will always be something you have to worry about, and the forces of the Hegemony are rather good at it.”

It was as though Orodan had created a gigantic storm, one he was powering, only to have these interlopers come in and begin powering it themselves, thereby reducing the pressure on him. As though he were pressing a heavy log above his chest and someone else pulled upward at the same time. Easier for him, yet it robbed him of the strain needed to grow. In any other situation it might’ve been good, but not in a time loop where he was trying to gain skill levels and better himself.

Not all control of the spell had been wrested from him. He could still influence just how fast it went. And if these vampires thought they could empower his Time Compression themselves… then perhaps he ought to ramp it up even faster.

“Fine, just try and keep up then,” Orodan challenged.

[Eternal Soul Reactor 96 → Eternal Soul Reactor 97]

He was reduced to a handful of cells as he pushed Eternal Soul Reactor hard. Yet, he was confident that death wouldn’t come just yet, mainly because…

…they really wanted him alive.

“My lord… it’s too much! Our reserve batteries have been drained dry and if we go any further, we risk soul explosion ourselves!” one of the enemy Grandmaster chronomancers exclaimed.

“Then do so! We cannot afford the time looper dying! How long until the ritual is prepared?” the half-dragon vampire asked.

“Another second of real time my lord!”

Everything not caught in the ever-expanding field of greatly hastened time looked almost frozen, for that was just how compressed the time field was. Both sides were attempting to direct the speed of the time field, yet Orodan decided to drive it off a cliff and ramp it up to insanity.

Just as a few of the enemy chronomancers began dying as their souls exploded from the strain, a new addition made itself known. In the form of a familiar four-armed aberration which was a mockery of his old foe.

It was exceedingly strange to see someone practically grapple with a time field and slow it down, yet this was exactly what Agathor was doing. Four arms wrapped around the time field and somehow physically interacting with something that should’ve been intangible. It was an expression of the Mythical skill the Inuanan God of War had told Orodan about long ago, in the long loop in which he’d tried possessing him.

Most Mythical skills weren’t quite as apparent, often working in the background, yet this one rather clearly demarcated itself as Mythical with how it affected reality and broke the conventions on what should be possible. Whether it was Agathor piloting the skill or the Transcendent who wore the God of War like a foul divine suit, it was a reminder that Orodan wasn’t the only one in the universe with Mythical skills.

“Orodan Wainwright! I have come to exact my revenge!” Agathor roared.

The time compression was dramatically slowed, the enemy half-dragon and the force of Grandmaster-level chronomancers that had been ferried in were relieved, and Agathor held two spears in each under arm, and a great sword and warhammer in the others.

Orodan’s weapons were already in hand the moment he saw the Inuanan War God, and the two met in the middle for a titanic clash. Unlike last time, where he’d been forced back, this time he was still on the losing end but maintained his footing far easier. The small improvements mattered, and eventually, they would add up.

The shockwave emanated throughout the time field, causing it to ripple unsteadily. Likely the expression of Agathor’s Mythical skill, which allowed the God of War to affect the intangible with his physical form.

“Long have I waited to meet you once more! There shall be no retreat today, no surrender! This shall end with either your death or mine!” Agathor declared. “The foul seed you planted within my mind has not left my thoughts since⁠—”

Agathor roared, and the divine glow left his eyes.

“Annoying fool… his hatred for you actually allowed him to overpower me for a while,” the voice spoke. It came from the mouth of Agathor, yet it wasn’t Orodan’s hated foe. “Greetings, time looper.”

“It’s rude to intrude on a meeting between old friends,” Orodan said as his sword and shield locked against the weapons of ‘Agathor,’ barely holding even in the deadlock.

“Friends? If that’s how your friends feel about you, I don’t wish to meet your enemies,” the Crusader said. “I am—argh!”

A headbutt from Orodan interrupted the Crusader and made his nose crunch in a most satisfying manner.

“Save it. I’ve been meeting enough people whose names are irrelevant. I have a rather thorny history with those who like possessing and wielding the bodies of others,” Orodan said. He’d been the victim of it once, never again. “To me, you’re simply the Crusader, Agathor’s jailor, that’s all you are and all you will be when I kill you.”

“If. If you kill me,” the Crusader said.

Orodan had grown slightly stronger since the last attempt. And his Unarmed Combat Mastery was now at the Master-level.

Still, against a monstrously skilled warrior like Agathor, his own skill was more than a bit wanting. He really wasn’t sure which skill Agathor had divinity in, or whether it was the Crusader who wore the War God like a suit, but Orodan was almost certain someone inhabiting the body had a Combat Mastery above 100. It was an exceedingly difficult skill to achieve Transcendence in, and people pushing Combat Mastery past 100 were considered powerhouses who could hit above their weight class in a fight.

Still, it wasn’t an insurmountable difference.

Agathor, or this Crusader, whoever it was; they fought with crisp combat technique, impeccable timing, and a level of finesse and agility that was just incredible. On Alastaia, teachers of the martial path would point to them as the shining example of skill and Combat Mastery.

However, Orodan had been in the time loops for a little bit now. And he knew that people could have the same skill at the exact same level as someone else and still have different outcomes with it due to perspective. The goal then, was to hone his own unique perspective on Combat Mastery, for he knew that he perceived fighting differently from Agathor or this Crusader.

Unfortunately, it would be an endeavor taking more than a few loops, as Agathor’s wrestling of time had allowed for further intrusions.

“Warning: Additional enemy ritualists detected,” W78 said.

True enough, more beings entered the time field, courtesy of the half-dragon chronomancer who Zaessythra was failing to keep pinned down. And as Agathor kept Orodan occupied, the Grandmaster-level mages and ritualists of the Midnight Court got to work in drawing ritual circles and finally establishing a tether.

This tether went from Orodan’s Time Compression… to the world core of Narictus itself. A titanic amount of energy to fuel Time Compression at whatever speed Orodan wanted to have time compressed at. He suspected he wouldn’t be causing a drain upon it so easily by spinning his hastened time field faster.

And with that, the familiar Vakan Almante stepped into the time field, a shimmering silver necklace around his neck glowing. Orodan suspected that attempts at manipulating the Lord of Night through chronomancy would be harder than expected. Not as long as that enchanted anti-chronomancy necklace was intact.

“Time looper. You have caused quite some destruction and forced us to bring forth rituals and tactics meant to stop the coordinated chronomantic maneuvers of entire armies,” the leader of Narictus spoke. “Your raw power is impressive. Even the vaunted Avraxas was not capable of such raw might in his younger years. I admire your might, I say this sincerely. Enough so that I feel the need to join in myself.”

One moment, Orodan was locking blades with the Crusader.

And the next… a jarring impact took him right off his feet.

He was on the ground, a sword through his chest, and the Lord of Night causing blood to flow from a slit vein on his wrist to the blade of the sword, which then reached Orodan himself.

Vakan Almante, was attempting to convert Orodan into a vampire.

“You have no heart… no real blood or veins, such a strange and curious body. Yet, it will suffice, for vampirism starts from the soul… and from what the Celestial Emperor has told us, damage and changes to your soul are retained throughout these time loops, are they not?” the Lord of Night asked. “In case our main method of dealing with you fails… this should serve as a form of insurance. You saw fit to violate one of our own, stripping the gift from them, then it is only fair you receive it in his place. Now then, Orodan Wainwright… embrace the hunger.”

The Lord of Night’s blood flowing down the sword reached the open wound, and Orodan felt a touch of it… the hunger. The desire to gnaw.

He felt it…

…and promptly laughed as his cells and soul utterly burned it away.

[Domain of Perfect Cleaning 93 → Domain of Perfect Cleaning 94]

The Lord of Night’s eyes took on a serious edge as he focused and Orodan felt the flow of blood between the sword and his chest hasten, and the blood itself grew more potent.

This wasn’t simply blood from another True Vampire, this was the blood of the Lord of Night, a vampire rumored to be the progenitor of them all and one of the Hegemony’s mightiest beings. In a straight fight, Orodan stood no chance against this being.

And yet, the curse of vampirism from the progenitor himself was failing to take root within Orodan.

“How? Your body resists… no. Rather, your very cells are incorruptible, your soul… pure.”

“It’s not even my soul,” Orodan explained. “It’s just that your curse of vampirism… is dirty. And now that I’ve seen your blood and its impurities, allow me to give it a good scrubbing.”

The blood that had already entered through the sword was Orodan’s first target.

It was tough, utterly resisting change of any sort. Vampirism was part of its essence down to the smallest level, a fact grounded in reality. No other True Vampire could compare.

Domain of Perfect Cleaning struggled at first… for this was a challenge even it would find daunting.

Yet, what was the Domain of Perfect Cleaning if not an extension of Orodan’s own understanding of cleaning? When it came to cleaning things, there was no insight Orodan could not find, no trick he was incapable of developing… no filth he failed to clean.

The Time Compression was let go, and Orodan funneled every bit of soul energy he had into Domain of Perfect Cleaning…

…towards the blood and body of Vakan Almante, the Lord of Night and the first vampire.

[Domain of Perfect Cleaning 94 → Domain of Perfect Cleaning 95]

Agony, disbelief, impossibility.

The wail that came forth from the ancient being’s lips contained all of these and many more unfathomable emotions. As Orodan’s Domain progressed, targeting not only the blood, but the skin, the flesh, the very soul, the Lord of Night reacted accordingly…

…and a wave of blood and darkness capable of destroying an entire world was the last thing Orodan saw.

As the darkness took him, it was interesting to note that when pushed to such an extent, the Lord of Night would throw all notion of keeping Orodan alive out the window. Zaessythra hadn’t even needed to activate the fail-safe weapon for that one.

Who knew that the thought of having his vampirism scoured would terrify the Lord of Night so?

Time loop or not, everyone had their triggers and buttons. And not everyone was okay with the notion of sacrificing themselves simply to deal a time looper a permanent blow. After all, he was in the time loop, they weren’t.

Then perhaps, it was simply a matter of finding which buttons to press in order to attain maximal benefits for himself.
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The next twenty-five checkpoint loops went along in similar fashion.

Orodan rose, made way for Shadowmoon City, and then promptly assaulted the Palace of the Eternal Moon with his full power once he got close enough.

All throughout, his combat skills and mastery of chronomancy began to gradually grow.

“Profound… such ludicrous might with Time Compression, yet an amateur usage of it,” the half-dragon said. “However, riding the wave of your Time Compression isn’t too difficult.”

[Time Compression 34 → Time Compression 35]

[Time Mastery 77 → Time Mastery 78]

Orodan simply smiled.

“Analysis: Energy usage matching output of medium world core,” W78 said.

“Thank you, my friend,” Orodan replied, and then looked to the half-dragon who was wisely staying out of melee range against him. “Now then, go ahead, add some more people to this Time Compression field, why don’t you?”

“Do you think I would rise to such taunts? We know what you’re capable of, time looper,” the half-dragon vampire said.

“Fine by me, I’ll simply bring everything into my Time Compression myself.”

Following this, Orodan began dragging the surrounding environment and beings into his time field at a shockingly fast pace. Quick enough that the half-dragon chronomancer didn’t even have time to bark orders and simply had a grim look on his face as he summoned all available Grandmaster-level chronomancers into the field of hastened time created by Time Compression.

That was another thing that had begun occurring. Around the time Orodan reached the Apprentice-level with Time Compression, the enemy had begun sending all the chronomancers they had on hand to deal with him. Chronomancers from other settlements, cities, and forts were constantly streaming in as the seconds of compressed time ticked on, all in an effort to reinforce in the battle to wrest control of time from Orodan Wainwright.

The subsequent arrival of Agathor and his illogical show of wrestling the time field into moving slower put a slight damper on things and gave the ever-growing army of chronomancers some breathing room, yet even the God of War looked more worn out than usual this time.

Wrestling against Orodan’s Time Compression at level 35 was perhaps a bit more strenuous.

He had to respect his enemies’ attempts to stop him from gaining strength, yet the result was inevitable across the loops. They’d tried fleeing far away, mind magic users from all over Narictus had come in droves, spatiomancers had attempted to lock him down, and all manner of physically oriented warriors, werewolves, and gravity specialists attempted to keep him suppressed until the Shard struck. Yet, it was to no avail.

Whether they attempted to suppress him or not, Orodan simply came to them. They couldn’t flee outright as they were defending the Shard, and they also wanted to pin him down and utilize the Shard upon him if they could.

It was as Agrimon said in their last encounter, that the Hegemony were forced to rely upon the arrival of the Reject. Anything they attempted in-between was just the desperate thrashing of a dying beast. Hoping something would connect.

Two times, the Lord of Night caught onto the fact that Orodan had been through this fight before, yet even then, Vakan Almante reacted naturally, with violence, when Orodan used the Domain of Perfect Cleaning upon him.

It was an unfair match up to begin with. He had time loops on his side, and they didn’t. And no matter how well the Hegemony planned their attempts to prevent his natural death and hit him with the Shard, it just didn’t erase the fact that beings who were millions of years old were expected to place the plan above their own self interests. Expecting the Lord of Night to not kill Orodan in immediate retaliation upon being cleaned was just something the Hegemony couldn’t plan for.

Everyone had their own interests, their triggers, things which made them tick. And the knowledge that Orodan Wainwright was a time looper didn’t suddenly push those things to the bottom.

Only a truly emotionless individual such as Devil King Saathmaraz might have been capable of ending its own life to strike a permanent blow, but that was an Arch-Devil, which these vampires were not.

And trying a situation over and over allowed for Orodan to discover some interesting methods of influencing the battle.

“Orodan Wainwright! I have come to exact my r⁠—”

“Shut up and fight me before that Crusader takes over,” Orodan interrupted. “Even with this new form, you’re naught but a coward. Subservient to the commands of your better, your divine form, wielded like a cheap puppet. I’d rather strike the killing blow against you, and not the whip-cracking puppet master who possesses you.”

A howl of utter rage and agony echoed throughout the shattered remains of the palace.

Agathor’s eyes lost their glow.

“Stop riling him up, he does not have control. I do, and you’ll reg⁠—”

One more scream of pain echoed throughout, and the divine glow returned once more.

“No… it is I who shall remain in control! None but I shall be responsible for killing Orodan Wainwright!” Agathor screamed, utter madness evident in the God of War’s wild eyes.

“Good, if I’m to kill you, it’s only fitting that I look into the eyes of Agathor, God of War and the mightiest of the Prime Five as I do so,” Orodan said, stoking his hated nemesis’s pride.

They clashed. The shockwave barely caused a ripple in Orodan’s improved Time Compression. Orodan’s muscles rippled, flexed, and caused gales of wind to erupt throughout the palace, destroying it entirely. And this time he was the one pushing Agathor back even as their weapons were caught in a deadlock.

[Physical Fitness 89 → Physical Fitness 90]

[New Title → Physical Master]

Even Agathor seemed taken aback by his newfound Master-level physical might. Orodan said nothing more and pushed his advantage, brute forcing Agathor down to his knees and was close to taking his head off shortly after.

Unfortunately, Vakan Almante, Lord of Night, intervened, and when he tried cleansing the Lord of Night, that brought an end to that loop. Yet, it was proof Orodan had made gains. All he needed was time, something he was working on acquiring more of.

He fought, compressed time, and raged against the enemy upon Narictus.

And in the end, the one hundred and fiftieth checkpoint loop of this was where Orodan saw results.
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[Checkpoint Restored]

“The passage will take you to the wilderness farthest away from any locations of enemy strength. We shall await your return,” Zhou Shan said. “The enemy can normally detect the presence of a Celestial skill bearer, to that end, Lady Sujana and I will be working to weave the ripples you produce and misdirect our foes into thinking you’re elsewhere.”

The air went silent, the earth still, and the very world itself utterly quiet as Orodan’s eyes crackled with an apocalyptic amount of soul energy. It was the very maximal amount he could pour in at the moment without killing himself.

Time was frozen around him.

He wasn’t sure just how powerful the compression was, but he estimated a 1:300 ratio. Over ten times higher than the greatest time dilation chamber he’d ever been in on Alastaia.

Visually, everything around him looked to be practically frozen. However, in actuality time simply flowed as normal, rather, it was him moving at three hundred times the speed of the regular flow that stood out.

1:300, it was an utterly insane number. Time dilation chambers did the same thing, except through complicated wards, enchantments, and a massive expenditure of energy typically provided by a tethered mana battery or the energy reserves of an entire city.

The previous highest ratio he’d experienced in a time dilation chamber was 1:20, and that was in Novar’s Peak. It was a closely guarded secret lest the Time Wind dragon flight catch wind of it and take offense. Yet, when Time Mastery, the control of time through the usage of soul energy, was acquired by an individual who had a skill capable of generating an endless amount of it?

The end result could only be utterly monstrous and beyond all reason.

At the Transcendent and above level of combat, certain beings with specialized skill sets were already approaching a tenth or even a third of the speed of light itself. Orodan didn’t have travel skills which allowed him to do this, nor was his actual travel speed anywhere near that, yet in terms of reaction time and combat speed, Orodan could contest such people in a melee. To then create a localized time field around himself which moved three hundred times faster? Frankly, it was utterly ridiculous.

For even the most monstrous chronomancer, Time Compression was meant to be a skill which provided a burst of swiftness at key moments. Perhaps a few times faster for a little while. After all, the more energy a being possessed, the costlier it was to use Time Compression upon themselves. Rather, speeding up an arrow mid-flight or causing a low-energy spell to travel faster were common uses of Time Compression.

Alastaia was too small a world and the civilization upon it too young, yet in other parts of the galaxy Time Compression was also used to aid in crafting, the growth of plants and animals, and other miscellaneous things. It wasn’t completely unheard of, chronomancers used the skill, and enchantments could be designed to replicate the effect.

Time Compression wasn’t an instant victory weapon. It was balanced by the energy expenditure, and the fact that enemy chronomancers could either hop onto the localized time field, counter it through uncompressing time, or simply have anti-chronomancy wards or enchantments in place which made it very costly or interfered with it.

What wasn’t fair or balanced in any way, was when such a spell entered the hands of Orodan Wainwright.

It was the same unique advantage he exploited when it came to spells such as Spatial Fold and Time Reversal. Spatial Fold was meant to allow for quick shifts and the compression of distances in small area combat. Time Reversal could, even in the hands of a monstrous Transcendent, perhaps wind back a year or two.

Neither of those two skills were supposed to be capable of folding space to the moon or reversing time for hundreds of thousands of years. He turned the usage of even the most basic spell into a matter of galactic notice. It was madness, it was utter lunacy. And that was what Orodan Wainwright brought to the table with Time Compression.

Zhou Shan and Lady Sujana both had silvery rings on their fingers, yet only the High Sovereign’s ring seemingly had any effect. Lady Sujana appeared utterly frozen in time to Orodan. Her reaction and catching onto what was happening, comically slow.

“What in the heavens’ name… Orodan? Are you compressing time?” Zhou Shan asked.

“Yes, I haven’t tested it here since my first loop acquiring it, but I figured I’d give it a go,” Orodan answered. “How come your ring protects against it while Her’s doesn’t?”

“A number of Transcendent cultivators worked together to forge this ring, yet unlike the standard chronomancy protections which simply protect against direct time manipulation, this ring instead has a range and scans and detects for the most compressed field of time near me and automatically allows me to hitch a ride upon it,” Zhou Shan explained. “Prevents any chronomancy-enhanced assassins from getting an advantage in the event of a sneak attack. No matter how fast someone goes through time compression, this ring ensures that I’ll be on even footing if I’m in range.”

It was essentially what that half-dragon chronomancer did on Narictus, intruding upon Orodan’s time field and dragging other unwanted parties in as well. A nifty enchanted item to have.

“No wonder the Lord of Night hasn’t been affected…” Orodan muttered. “Though, wouldn’t that also interfere with any time dilation chambers you happen to be near?”

“It does indeed. Hence, I need to be mindful of not visiting any sects which focus on the Dao of Time. I broke a time dilation chamber once when it ran out of power attempting to compress time, treating me as though I was part of the time field,” Zhou Shan explained. “Speaking of, what ratio are you capable of going up to? Given how slow Lady Sujana’s blinks are… perhaps 1:100? If so, utterly monstrous and as expected of you… I am not even surprised. The greatest dilation I’ve ever seen was 1:70, and that was powered by the world core of Xian itself.”

“In truth, my ratio is actually beyond 1:300. Once I increase my self-healing abilities and strengthen my body, I can push that upwards too,” Orodan answered.

The High Sovereign’s jaw simply dropped and hung there.

“I see… 1:300 you say?” he asked, and Orodan nodded. “That is… simply unfathomable. I’ve seen some instances of it and heard more rumors of the rest, but how can you channel so much power? Even the slim records we have of Embodiers are not so far-fetched.”

“My Mythical skill, Eternal Soul Reactor, helps. As does my ability to heal myself and the toughness of my body,” Orodan answered. “Anyhow, this experiment has been fun and more than a bit informative, but I don’t want to panic Lady Sujana any more than necessary. And I can already see the beginnings of a glare on Zaessythra’s face.”

“Good. My ring’s bindings were on the verge of coming undone entirely… jumping onto a time field with a 1:300 compression ratio can’t be good for it,” Zhou Shan said.

Without any further fanfare, Orodan dropped the Time Compression entirely.

The first reaction he got was the shaking of Zaessythra’s head.

“If you wanted to broadcast your location across the galaxy, you’ve done fine work,” she said. “You’re on Xian now, but try not to do that elsewhere lest you want all sorts of attention. Any chronomancer of passing skill likely sensed that.”

Orodan could only shrug. What would come next this loop would draw even more attention, that was for certain.

This loop, he felt success was imminent.
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Shadowmoon City, and within, the Palace of the Eternal Moon.

Orodan had ventured within and fought to his death inside this city enough times already. No more. This loop, he knew success would be his.

“They are plenty of methods to counter Time Compression and a powerful chronomancer,” Zaessythra said. “You’re confident you can best them all?”

“Frankly, the chronomancy isn’t even of great concern, the bigger problem is how strong the foes we face are… and I’m confident that I’m on the verge of making a breakthrough in that regard,” Orodan said.

She could only nod, and W78 was pliant and happy to go along with whatever he did as usual.

Then… it was time to move forward.

The world itself stilled as titanic amounts of soul energy were channeled into one thing.

An utterly overpowered Time Compression.

[Time Compression 48 → Time Compression 49]

[Time Mastery 80 → Time Mastery 81]

Everything was frozen, or at least, it appeared so. And Orodan strode forward to the Palace of the Eternal Moon.

It took a decent while for the interfering half-dragon chronomancer to take notice. As the loops progressed onwards, the enemy chronomancer was taking longer and longer to react to Orodan’s Time Compression, which was a good sign and indicator of his growing abilities.

Still, react he did. And rather than even bother trying to reverse course and directly interfere against the Time Compression backed by a bottomless source of power, the half-dragon simply appeared through a shimmering silver portal and jumped onto Orodan’s Time Compression.

“Impossible… such boundless power with Time Compression and with decent technique too… Our information is severely outdated on you, time looper. Or… have you perhaps been using the time loops to gain in strength?” the half-dragon said. “Even the almighty Avraxas, dragon Crusader of the Hegemony, cannot rival the sheer amount of power you generate. This… this battle is hopeless, isn’t it?”

The half-dragon looked downward, his fist clenched, eyes full of anger.

This was new.

“Now hold on… aren’t you supposed to now drag your allies into my time field?” Orodan asked.

“What would be the point? If you truly have looped over and over, then you know this battle by now,” the half-dragon said. “Dragging any of them into a time dilation of such intensity might cause grievous injuries. Even I struggled a decent bit in safely merging with the faster flow of your time field.”

“What do you intend to do then?” Orodan asked.

“I… I surrender,” the half-dragon said. “I merely beg clemency and that you do not perform upon me that accursed cleansing which you afflicted upon Ragamul.”

Just like that, a troublesome foe, taken out of the equation.

It was unexpected. Yet, it made sense.

Everyone had their own interests, aspirations, and fears. Just because Orodan was in a time loop didn’t mean everyone else’s desires stopped mattering. Even if the enemy knew of his true nature, when pressed into a corner what else could someone with self-preservation instincts do but surrender?

“I can’t say I have a good opinion of you vampires, but you’ve surrendered, and I’ll treat you with the due courtesy and honor you’ve earned,” Orodan said. “I haven’t seen you butcher anyone or torture them in front of me, so as long as you stay out of the fighting, we’ll simply capture you as a prisoner on our way out. Attempt to escape, and I’ll happily loop again to hunt you down.”

“I would not, I can see when I’m outmatched,” the half-dragon said. “The information we were given on your capabilities is wildly out of date with what stands before me. They said you were a chronomancer capable of mighty feats but with poor skill and technique. I might have contributed to a victory against you if the reports were accurate… But when you can manipulate time like an almighty Embodier, what use am I?”

“Alright, and call your units of supporting chronomancers off too,” Orodan said.

“I will not bother getting them killed,” the half-dragon promised.

As they finished their conversation, the next foe made his presence known.

Four arms attempted to grapple the time field and subdue it,

“Orodan Wainwright! I have c⁠—”

Words were unnecessary between them. Orodan simply met his hated foe with a Flash Strike and got to work in melee.

Around the eightieth loop or so, Agathor was no longer capable of wrestling Orodan’s Time Compression fields and altering their speed in any noticeable way.

The God of War’s four weapons met Orodan’s sword and shield, and with a mighty roar…

[War Cry 40 → War Cry 41]

…and an explosion of all the might contained with Orodan’s body…

[Physical Fitness 91 → Physical Fitness 92]

…Agathor was utterly battered and thrown like a sack of flour caught in a tornado. The sheer difference in physical might was apparent. On the side of the enemy, none save the Lord of Night could match Orodan’s brute strength now.

“How…! How? Even with this new power, with the union of God and Transcendent, I still cannot win?” Agathor asked, and then a frenzied look overtook his eyes. “I care not! Orodan Wainwright! Either you die… or I do!”

“Prove it then, Agathor. Stand and face me, and don’t go running away and giving control of your body back to your master,” Orodan mocked.

And it worked.

There was a brief flickering of the divine orange glow within the War God’s eyes, but Agathor never gave up control from that point onwards.

They fought for a while longer, and Agathor’s fluid skills and techniques were a good matchup against Orodan’s far superior physical strength and toughness.

Still, the God of War was a slippery foe and was likely one of the most skilled combatants Orodan had ever faced. Either Agathor or the Crusader controlling him had Combat Mastery past 100, and it made them very elusive to fight.

Yet, at the end of the day, what was Combat Mastery?

Two people could have the same level in it, but different outlooks.

His old mentor, Arvayne Firesword, tried to hammer skills and techniques into Orodan, and the time loops and multiple level gains had in fact succeeded in teaching such things… to an extent. Still, it was like trying to teach an ogre how to dance delicately. It went against the animal’s nature.

And Orodan had never been one for fancy moves or flowery techniques.

As Agathor performed one more fancy flourish and evaded his brutal flurry, Orodan reassessed the situation.

On the next pass, instead of locking blades, rather than attempting to line shield against warhammer… Orodan simply let both his weapons go and grabbed onto Agathor’s wrists.

Fighting was vicious. It was brutal…

…and it was violent.

Combat then, was about violence, pure and simple. The goal was to inflict as much of it upon the other party as possible until they were dead. And for far too long had Orodan subscribed to a conventional mindset regarding combat, which involved parries, dodges, blocking, counterattacks, and a pattern.

Violence had no pattern; it had no structure.

And all Orodan wanted to do right now, was hurt this War God who’d caused him such suffering in the past.

His hands squeezed with full force, and the two arms he held onto were crushed into pulp at the wrist.

It wasn’t just the county militia that’d taught him how to battle. He recalled breaking the face of another street rat when she’d tried stealing his tattered sandals, driving a brick into her nose.

A headbutt landed upon Agathor’s nose, and following that… a vicious lunge where Orodan’s teeth found the War God’s neck and tore a chunk out, spitting it into his opponent’s eyes right after.

The Demonic Berserker had taught him of true savagery.

And finally… the Eldritch Avatar taught him of the hopeless frustration, the rage against all odds even when there was no chance of victory. It taught him of loss, and that desperate and brutal scramble to avoid it.

His knee rose as he simultaneously pulled Agathor’s head down, and the connection crumpled the War God’s skull. His fingers gouged his foe’s eyes, and both hands gripped around the enemy’s neck to slam him to the ground and lay him low with Orodan on top.

The only thing left to do, was kill.

[Combat Mastery 89 → Combat Mastery 90]

Bloodlust and the promise of settling one of the longest standing grudges he had drove him onwards, unfortunately, the arrival of the familiar Lord of Night interrupted his moment.

The movements were far too fast for Orodan to keep up with. He was thrown off of Agathor and slammed onto the ground.

This was a level 149 Celestial skill bearer. Orodan currently stood no chance in a direct fight.

The Lord of Night’s amulet was glowing with a shimmering silver, the same kind of chronomantic amulet which Zhou Shan wore which allowed one to hop onto any faster time fields within a certain range.

A sword was buried in his chest where there was none previously.

“Time looper. Your might is inexplicable. How many times have you been through this fight? How many times have you died at my hands?” the leader of Narictus spoke. “I must have tried to convert you in the past as well, yet I can only assume it failed. Troubling. But no more. Now you will remain until your final fate comes for you.”

“I’ve died to you many times,” Orodan said. “Unfortunately for you, this was determined the moment we started fighting for the very first time.”

“How so?”

“You shouldn’t have tried to convert me into a vampire… All you did was give me ample reason to purify you.”

Vakan Almante recoiled as though hearing something heinous, yet it was too late.

Orodan channeled a near-fatal amount of soul energy, past the point where he would die. Yet, not toward Domain of Perfect Cleaning. Instead, it all went into Time Compression.

[Harmony of Vitality 97 → Harmony of Vitality 98]

The additional level gave Orodan some much needed breathing room, all for the aim of drawing upon and funneling even more soul energy into his chronomancy.

He was on his last handful of cells until…

[Time Compression 49 → Time Compression 50]

[Dimensionalism 21 → Dimensionalism 23]

…the Lord of Night’s shimmering silver amulet finally came undone. And the atmosphere around Orodan felt very, very strange. The energy expenditure of his Time Compression had increased by a massive margin, and it was only the upgrade into the Adept-level which allowed him to barely bear the cost.

Still, the enemy ritualists who’d set up the tether from Orodan’s Time Compression to Narictus all fled in terror as the connection between the world core and Orodan’s spell practically exploded.

In the brief moments of time before the Time Compression was pulled back toward only himself, Orodan heard W78.

“Analysis: Energy usage matching average output of large world core.”

The world core of Narictus… was unable to keep up with the output of Orodan’s soul energy.

Everything around Orodan appeared to practically freeze again. Including Vakan Almante, as the Time Compression now affected only Orodan once more.

A True Vampire who was almost a peak-Transcendent with a Celestial rarity skill. Frankly, Orodan hadn’t even gotten to experience his true combat power in a toe-to-toe battle. Still, the ever-burning soul of Orodan Wainwright when combined with something like Time Compression could lead to results such as this.

And yet, despite all that. Vakan Almante was moving, not fast, it was a very slow speed. Yet it was a functional speed all the same. The vampire progenitor’s pores and soul erupted with volatile and deadly blood, and Orodan knew that at such a close range, if even a bit of it touched him, he would die.

He could attack the Lord of Night for a whole year under the effect of this Time Compression and still not succeed in killing him. The difference in power between them was simply that great. And he couldn’t even use Domain of Perfect Cleaning without letting up on Time Compression as that was devouring practically all the soul energy he was producing.

But it wasn’t killing that Orodan was after.

With the extra time he now had, he cancelled the Time Compression and threw all his power into his bread-and-butter skill. The Domain of Perfect Cleaning.

With time resumed, the blood came for him, and yet Orodan’s Domain pulsed out even quicker.

“No!”

A wail of pure horror and agony rang out from the Lord of Night, and Orodan’s Celestial skill scoured the vampire progenitor all the way to the soul core.

[Domain of Perfect Cleaning 95 → Domain of Perfect Cleaning 96]

Everything was scoured of vampirism, the blood coming for him, the very nearby air, the soul of Vakan Almante, and the vampire’s adornments and enchanted regalia. It was all cleaned.

Despite this, the cleaned blood was still quite volatile, and it continued on its course despite Orodan’s cleaning. And given his current state as a handful of cells… it would kill him.

Well, it had been a good checkpoint loop.

Or so Orodan thought until he noticed a shimmering blue shield protecting him.

What?

Orodan reformed almost immediately. Vision of Purity caught absolutely nothing, so he frantically spun his head about all ways. Everyone else on the battlefield was accounted for, but none of them had cast the shield.

“Humans, always looking down at their feet. Try looking upwards.”

The voice came from directly above his head, and he looked up, greeted by a face…

…most bored.

Flowing white beard, a rather plain-looking tunic, and a pointy wizard’s hat, wielding a walking stick covered in cloth. He was turned upside down, floating in the air and looking directly at Orodan. Somehow, this old man’s glasses didn’t fall off. And he was reading a book while speaking, peering over the top to occasionally make eye contact.

“You aren’t even casting a shadow… how?” Orodan asked.

The man, perhaps a few inches above Orodan’s head, cast no shadow whatsoever. Vision of Purity could detect absolutely nothing, the only evidence of his existence was what he could see with his own eyes.

“I’m not in this dimension,” the man said. “Not fully.”

Was that why Dimensionalism had gone up?

“Who are you?” Orodan asked.

“Someone who was enjoying a nice break from maintaining a hastened time field until you decided to let up,” the elderly man said. “Care to cast that Time Compression again?”

Orodan’s eyebrow quirked up and he was considering refusal until he noticed that everything else around him was completely frozen, and this was without him using Time Compression.

His eyes took on a serious edge, and he cast a full power Time Compression of his own.

“Excellent. That’s quite refreshing, not often I meet someone who can match my compression rate. So much reading to do, so little time, wouldn’t you agree?” the elderly wizard asked. “Then again, I’m told you had a poor attitude towards books until you learned better.”

Orodan’s eyes narrowed further in suspicion.

“You still haven’t told me who you are,” Orodan said. “A bit impolite, isn’t it?”

“Of course, where are my manners. One of my fellows has a vested interest in seeing you succeed, while another of my colleagues has a rather uncivil run-in with you, and here I am adding more stress to your already short life,” the elderly man said. “I still don’t know why it goes around anointing you time loopers. Every single one of your kind inevitably breaks when they realize the impossibility of the task before them. That or the Reject gets you… or that preacher.”

Orodan remained silent for a time as he digested what this man just said.

Time loopers? His kind? Colleague?

It?

“Hold on… who the hells are you? Are you perhaps…”

“An Administrator? That’s what the job title is, I suppose.”

“Truly? And you’re just… descending to see me?”

“Given the large ripples through the river of time you caused recently, it wasn’t hard to find you,” the Administrator said. “Then again, no wonder that armored lunk likes you. You both have a fondness for creating a mess, don’t you?”

“Who?”

“Never mind, you’ll be dying soon anyhow,” the man said. “In less than a month if I’m reading his travel speed correctly.”

“Yes, that’s rather what tends to happen when one is in a time loop,” Orodan remarked. “Anyhow, this has been interesting, but unless you’re planning on telling me more about the situation I’m in, I have things to be doing.”

“Now hold on a moment… you’re not going to ask for my help? Beg for advice and tutelage?”

“Why would I do that? I intend to confront that colleague of yours by myself,” Orodan said. “We have a fight that was interrupted.”

The Administrator stared at Orodan for a solid five seconds before speaking again.

“Hmm… you actually mean those words too… crazier than Xia…” he muttered.

Who?

“I prefer the term motivated.”

“Motivated to die. Well, there are worse things to be described as,” the Administrator said.

Orodan shook his head.

“We’re getting off topic. Which Administrator are you? What’s your relation to the time loops? Who put me in them? And what’s expected of me?”

“I’m afraid I’m not willing to answer the question of who put you in the loops. The true knowledge of that can be a bit volatile and… infectious. And what they expect of you is impossible, so I won’t shatter your spirit by telling you. Though… I suppose if any among your kind have come closest to acting in the spirit of it, it would be you,” the Administrator said. “As for me, you can call me the Mage.”

The Mage.

He’d heard of the Reject, the Warrior and the Custodian. And now the Mage.

“Is the Reject an enemy of yours?” Orodan asked.

“In a very long-term manner of speaking one might say we share similar goals. Our methods of achieving them are a bit divergent though,” the Mage answered. “I won’t be fighting him on your behalf if that’s what you’re asking. Far too many agreements and accords in place, and we’ve done that enough times over the years on behalf of one time looper or another.”

“There are other time loopers then?” Orodan asked.

The Mage merely gave him a look of pity.

“Yes, there were. And no there are not. The less you know of it the better, and the less I interfere the easier for me. I don’t need the Reject and the Prophet grumbling at me.”

“Fair enough. Then, if that’s all, I suppose I’ll be off,” Orodan proclaimed.

“Really? You’re just going to leave?” the Mage asked.

“Well, it’s not like you’re very forthcoming with answers or offers for assistance, so what else am I to do? Get on my hands and knees to beg?” Orodan asked.

“A heartfelt plea at least.”

“It would be a waste of my time. I’ll either succeed through my own strength and hard work, or I’ll die,” Orodan said. “The Mage, was it? Thank you for your time, and for rescuing me. And for the answers. I have work to do, farewell.”

He made way for the prone body of the Lord of Night.

“You’re no fun…” the Administrator muttered. “Look, if you want to live and get out of this situation, just make way for the black hole at the center of your galaxy, they all have one. I can even conjure you a portal to one right now, consider it a bit of pity for the situation you’re in.”

“And what does getting out of this situation entail?” Orodan asked.

“Losing access to the time loops,” the Mage said.

“Then I’ll pass. I like fighting too much to take you up on the offer,” he answered. “Although… how about taking that annoying half-dragon companion of mine with you? She seems to keep finding trouble for herself and could use it more than me.”

“I’m afraid the offer only extends to those who are willing. And from a scan of her mind and soul… she would definitely not be willing,” the Mage said.

“I see. Then, we’re done here. Thank you, Mage.”

“Orodan Wainwright… I was asked to offer you a way out by the Warrior,” the Mage said. “I might normally disagree with that tin can, but we both mutually agreed that your induction into the time loops was nothing short of cruel. Should you wish it, you can escape your impending doom.”

“I don’t want to sound ungrateful, because I’m not. I appreciate the offer of help,” Orodan said. “But, without the time loops I’d simply remain as that one foolish county militia man who charged a Master-level foe and died. Fatal bravery and a suicidal thirst for battle, that’s all I had. Yet now… I can fight whoever I want, as many times as needed. Why would I want to give that up? And if I can learn more about this time loop along the way, why not? I’m a warrior, battle is all I was made for, it’s all I ever wanted.”

The Mage shook his head and turned around, slowly beginning to fade out of the material plane. Yet, before he did, he had parting words.

“I will not interfere with one’s free will. Just know this: when the time comes, avoid provoking the Reject’s ire. He is merciful to those who resist, but if you push it… some fates are worse than death…”

With those final words, the Mage faded out of reality, and Orodan dropped his own Time Compression.

Zaessythra ran up to his side.

“Orodan… what did you do?” she asked.

“A meeting with an Administrator. They call him the Mage,” Orodan said. “He froze time, and we spoke for a bit. He offered me a way out of the time loops, but I refused. I asked him to offer you a path to safety and he said you’d naturally refuse it too.”

“I… what?” she asked. “We’ll talk about that later. For now, the Lord of Night, what did you even do to him?”

“What else? I cleaned him of the vampirism altogether,” Orodan said. “No more blood sucker’s curse for him. Rather pale for an elf underneath, isn’t he?”

Zaessythra said nothing yet had a grimace upon her face.

“What’s the matter?” Orodan asked.

“Are you truly capable of altering who someone is at base?” she asked.

“Of course, my Celestial skill functions off of my conception of what’s considered clean,” Orodan said. “Purifying a vampire or a Devil King is possible once I have them in range.”

“And what about half-dragons? Would you purify them too?” she asked.

Orodan gave her a look of offense that she’d even ask such a question.

“Of course not, we’ve been through much together, Zaessythra, what manner of question is that?”

“I’m no stranger to war and combat; don’t take this as me lecturing you on morality,” she said. “You did what you had to do in order to overcome a grossly superior foe. But now that it’s done… just kill him.”

The transformed body of the Lord of Night was a pitiful looking one. The progenitor of the vampires was some sort of moon elf. It lent credence to the fable that Narictus had two white moons and a yellow moon until a dark ritual occurred and one of the white ones became red, leading to the creation of the vampires as a species.

Vakan Almante looked utterly pitiful as a moon elf. Frail of body, skin stretched tight against the rib cage… it was a morbid sight.

Orodan’s cleaning transformations could go either way. In the case of Aherozam, the gate guardian of Alastaia who he’d cleansed, the True Vampire rejected its heritage and wished to become human. Hence, it had gone well. But to come in and rip the very essence of a being from its body against its consent? The results were far more detrimental. In a sense, the cleaning had entirely stripped the Lord of Night of his power.

It wasn’t right to leave Vakan Almante laying here. Death would be the least of the mercies Orodan could offer.

His sword plunged into the head of the man, and the leader of Narictus would rise no more.

Orodan was about to turn and walk away if not for Zaessythra stopping him.

“What?”

“There’s one more,” she said.

“No. He’s the lowest sort of scum. He isn’t fit to be considered a man let alone a God,” Orodan venomously spat.

“What manner of conduct is this? Is this how a true warrior acts? Allowing a defeated foe to languish, broken and possessed?” Zaessythra asked.

It would’ve been all too easy to lash out. To return the blame and point a finger at her own dark past. Yet… that wasn’t right.

“A whole year. I was under possession as the thrall of him and his two crony Gods for an entire year,” Orodan gritted out. “Why should I not allow him to live with the suffering that he inflicted upon me?”

Zaessythra said nothing at first, then her hand came up and gave his shoulder a reassuring squeeze. Only then did she speak.

“Because, Orodan… even if he’s the sort of scum who doesn’t deserve a fitting end, what you’re doing will leave a black mark upon your honor. There’s nothing wrong with vengeance, I’ve indulged in it enough during my time. There’s nothing wrong with killing a hated foe either. Yet to forcibly violate his mind and then allow him to live as a possessed thrall when you’ve been subject to the same? It would only dirty your own hands and conscience.”

He looked downward and considered her words.

She was right.

The battle had been won. Without the Transcendent half-dragon Zaessythra and W78 working together to eliminate a good portion of their elite forces. The rest had fled after seeing Vakan Almante fall. Narictus and the forces of the Hegemony had been dealt a heavy blow with the loss of their leader and a number of their Gods and Transcendents. And the only one remaining, was the Crusader, Agathor. Forcibly bonded to a Transcendent for the sake of remaining in the material plane without cost.

Orodan walked up to him.

“Orodan Wainwright… end my suffering. I am no coward… I came to face you, and I stood, and I fought,” Agathor said.

“You did. Agathor… once upon a time, you were Prince of Hasmathor, and your cowardice doomed your family and nation,” Orodan said. “Yet… perhaps such cowardice is only natural. Mayhap it is I, who is the odd one.”

Orodan reached in with Domain of Perfect Cleaning and removed the intrusive thought which he’d empowered with Incorruptible Being in the past. It was only right to talk to Agathor without any influences upon the God’s mind in his final moments.

“Tch… at last you understand… They speak of you and your death-seeking bravery, yet what part of that is normal? You would chide me for a moment of weakness when you are an anomaly among anomalies,” Agathor said.

“You’re right. I will not apologize to you nor seek your clemency. You who would make thralls of people aren’t worthy of it,” Orodan declared. “Yet… I suppose I must seek forgiveness from myself and the principles I’ve gone against in seeking vengeance against you.”

“Bandy not words with me, Orodan Wainwright,” Agathor said. “Will you kill me?”

“Yes, I will. You’re my enemy, one I’ve hated for a very long time,” Orodan said. “I’m sorry for inflicting a fate worse than death upon you. Now, I intend to rectify this.”

“Do it then… let me die and pass into the next life.”

Orodan picked up Agathor’s weapon and handed it to him even as the God of War lay upon the ground. And then, with Time Reversal, healed the War God to full health.

“Orodan… we have perhaps five minutes until the Hegemony arrives, Zhou Shan is waiting to open the dimensional passage for us,” Zaessythra said.

“Information: Dimensional layer parting imminent,” W78 said.

“It’s fine. One minute will be enough,” Orodan said, and then looked at Agathor. “At the very least… the God of War should be allowed to die on his feet, weapon in hand. Like a warrior.”

The subsequent battle was brief. Agathor fought well, but Prince Agathor of the Hasmathorian Empire had grown up differently than Orodan. The finest of tutors, the richest of luxuries, the man had never known true struggle and pain, and consequently, he’d fled when the critical moment came. As a Combat Master, Orodan was finally able to bridge the skill gap even easier with his unique outlook on violence.

As he plunged his empowered sword into Agathor’s chest, Orodan never broke eye contact. He continued looking even as the divine light faded from the eyes of his sworn enemy.

[New Title → God Slayer]

The title wasn’t as satisfying as Orodan thought it would be.
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“Incredible… you actually managed to kill Vakan Almante… how? I’d have expected a pitched battle or perhaps guerilla warfare in which you slew many of their conventional forces. Even that would’ve helped us,” Zhou Shan said. “But to kill the Lord of Night himself? You’ve tipped the war balance very noticeably in our favor. Still, I suspect you’re not at the level of strength where you can challenge peak or near-peak Transcendents yet.”

“I won’t deny this. I only won due to my Celestial skill interacting very unfavorably with the curse of vampirism he bore,” Orodan said. “It was difficult, but there’s naught I’ve seen that I’m unable to clean. And once purged of the blood curse, he was terribly weakened.”

“Fascinating… With that, we’ve dealt a grievous blow to Narictus and the Hegemony, as well as ensuring that vampirism across our galaxy has been weakened. We’ve also secured the half-dragon vampire as prisoner, and he’s willing to tell us some things he is privy to,” Lady Sujana said. “The Captain-General must be informed of this; I’ll have to report back to him.”

“Which means we’ll have at least some time until our trip to the Hells to hopefully negotiate their non-participation,” Zaessythra said.

Orodan understood the implication there.

They had yet to really discuss his encounter with the Mage and all the strange answers that Administrator had given. Just who put Orodan in the time loops? What did they want?

And then, there was the experimentation upon the Shard he’d brought back. Frankly, just looking at the thing made him uneasy to the core.

“Indeed, some time to get our bearings, experiment with the Shard, and perhaps even take another trip in-between and…” Orodan said, his eyes glued to the map of the entire universe on the table, “…maybe even secure new allies.”

The records of the universe and other galaxies were sparse and typically only known to high-level individuals within the major factions of the galaxy. Typically, Transcendents and Gods. Still, what little information they had was now on the table.

And Orodan’s eyes were glued to a particular section.

If their coalition needed more allies, then what better place to look than the Yellow Moon Cluster of the Vystaxium Galaxy?

The contents of the last letter he’d received from this alleged other time looper had indicated as such.


Chapter 17
Experimentation & Intergalactic Travel


On the surface, a seemingly ordinary object. And yet…

“My heart feels uneasy just looking at it…”

“You said one of these was used against you in your last life, right? Remember anything about them?”

“The memories of that time are unclear, yet I recall a feeling of raw dread and pure terror,” Zaessythra answered. “I’ve been in thousands of battles, yet the instinctive feeling of fear it provokes deep within is unnatural.”

“Information: Unit experiencing unknown programming anomalies within radius of object,” W78 said.

“Might be fear and unease like the rest of us,” Orodan remarked. “You’ve all gotten to know me, I care not for fear. Yet for this Shard to make my hairs stand on end… there must be something more to it.”

The Shard.

It didn’t exactly look too nefarious. It wasn’t some writhing artifact of doom which could drive people mad at the sight of it, but it did instill an uncontrollable sense of dread all the same. It was bright pink, with a subtle glow which emanated in the dark.

Most oddly, in rare moments, it would sometimes twitch or shiver, or rather, the pink ‘flesh’ of it would wriggle about like a liquid encased in an invisible container. Neither Orodan’s Vision of Purity, Space Mastery, or Dimensionalism allowed him to detect any boundaries for this supposed container. It looked like a strange pink crystal Shard, except when it wriggled about, which was when the pink filling would move about.

In the back of his head, Orodan felt as though it was trying to escape, illogical as that sounded.

“The effects only get worse the weaker the soul of a target is,” Zaessythra said. “And I’m almost certain having it aimed towards you during channelling only amplifies the feeling of dread.”

The effect of fear and unease was present but rather muted when people were unaware of it. However, when exposed to the direct sight of it, the Shard’s potent aura of dread was even greater. In fact, one of Zhou Shan’s palace attendants had glimpsed it and immediately collapsed while drooling from the mouth.

The poor girl had been successfully healed by soul cultivators, yet they could discern no obvious signs of damage save for a strange quiver in the System-connected parts of her soul deep within the soul core. As though those sections of the soul were recoiling in panic.

“In any case, we need to find out how this works, and come up with a countermeasure against it,” Orodan said. “And by we, I mean me. Channel your power into it and blast me, will you?”

The palm of Zaessythra’s hand met her face and the half-dragon shook her head.

“Of course, why am I even surprised? You wanted to receive a full power blow from it the very first time you saw it too,” she muttered. “No, we will not be doing that.”

“How else am I going to develop a resistance against it?” Orodan asked.

“Analysis: High risk of permanent soul damage. Odds of recovery: Nil. Solution: Restraint and caution recommended,” W78 said.

“Given the time frame we’re on, caution and restraint aren’t a luxury I can afford,” Orodan said. “If I’m going to be assaulted by this weapon in a few weeks time, better I try and acclimate to it here and now.”

Nobody could really argue with that line of logic.

Many people would call Orodan stupid, yet in his opinion, he had a certain way of being efficient about things. In their current situation, they only had bad choices ahead of them. And between training when the enemy came for them versus training in relative safety beforehand, one was better than the other.

“Fine,” Zaessythra grumbled, grudging agreement in her tone. “We won’t be jumping in headfirst as you usually do though. Measured experimentation is called for.”

“Alright, what did you have in mind?”

“For starters, we’ll have to use it at the lowest setting possible,” she explained. “And we’ll need a ritual circle to channel the power safely.”

The Shards featured in the history of the galaxy at times, and as a result there were records of their usage. Slim pickings, but something existed nonetheless. Written word from the archives of the Celestial Court and the annals of the Conclave mentioned that the Shards were rather volatile, and as weapons, they required careful rituals and guidance of energy into them in order to function properly.

Otherwise… the results could be catastrophic, as there’d been reports of the Shards hitting the wielders with backlash.

And given the strange movements and almost sentient nature of these Shards, Orodan had a hunch that the thing itself was against being used… or perhaps it enjoyed ruining someone’s day.

The set up took roughly thirty minutes, and the weapon was connected to the world core of Xian through ritual tethering. Neither Zaessythra nor Orodan’s skill levels in Magical Rituals were high enough to perform the set up themselves, therefore it was a good thing that they were on a planet with access to Grandmaster and Transcendent-level ritualists who were happy to assist.

As it stood, launching the weapon at full power would take a week of preparation. As per intel, the Hegemony took roughly that long to charge it up and guide the energies from an inert state to a fireable beam which could harm Transcendents and even Gods. Yet, they didn’t need full power today, just a bare touch, for training purposes.

Zaessythra and W78 stood behind the weapon, while Orodan stood in front of it. It didn’t have a ‘firing direction’ per se, but the direction through which energy was channeled wasn’t where the deadly beam would come out of. Except in cases of volatile backlash of course. One of the purposes of the ritual setup was to control its firing direction. Zaessythra was using the world-sword she’d acquired during the campaigns against the Celestial Emperor to direct world energy into it, while W78 was closely monitoring the flow and the Shard itself.

“Well? Don’t keep me waiting. If it’s ready just let me have it,” Orodan said.

“Idiot, this isn’t something which can be rushed,” Zaessythra rebuked. “Looking at this thing, you wouldn’t suspect it’s volatile. Except when it suddenly moves about as though it’s liquid within an invisible crystal prison. Being hasty is as liable to have it firing upon me as it is to hit you. And as it is, I’ve tasted the wrath of this weapon one time too many.”

“Alright, I’m sorry. Thank you for agreeing to help me with this,” Orodan apologized. “That you’d do this at all given your history with it means a lot. The feeling of dread and unease can’t be easy either.”

“It isn’t. The Shard almost seems to sense the fact that it’ll be used as a weapon soon, the vice grip of fear upon my soul has naturally tightened as a result,” she said. “Even W78 here is having a difficult time performing scans.”

“Information: Detecting increased frequency and intensity of anomalous programming within unit,” W78 said.

Even Orodan was beginning to feel the dread come on stronger. And the weapon wasn’t even fully powered yet.

He looked inwards at his soul and the core of it trembled. With a surge of willpower he clamped down and ordered his soul to cease the dramatics.

It complied.

“Alright, a probing sting is what I’ll send first,” Zaessythra said. “The weapon needs to make contact with your undefended soul to work. Don’t let it hit you uncontested, not yet. Get a feel for it first.”

It wasn’t an unbeatable super-weapon. Defending against it still worked. It only came into play when making contact with someone’s soul when their defenses were down or broken. If someone had enough power to defend against the beam, survival was possible.

“Ready. Send it my way,” Orodan said, an excited grin on his face.

“Be careful… Orodan… you’re dealing with exceedingly dangerous forces here,” she warned.

He took her words seriously but was excited all the same.

His soul disagreed, however. The dread in his heart was almost overpowering even as the very smallest trickle of world energy was siphoned into the Shard. It was as though he was prey before the hungry gaze of a predator. His death, assured.

An illogical part of his mind even felt that the Shard was flashing him a predatory grin somehow. It made no sense.

He steeled his mind and commanded his soul to simmer down. He was Orodan Wainwright, and he would accept no mutinous feelings of fear within himself.

The Shard charged up, a pitiful amount, and the subsequent bolt of pink energy raced at him.

Even as his soul protested, demanded he flee, he roared at it to stand tall. His shield rose into the air ready to intercept it…

…and it did. The bolt fizzled out against his Shield Intent.

“I was expecting more, Zaessythra! Was that truly all?” Orodan asked. “It didn’t feel like anything particularly special. Hells, it’s just like facing another soul energy attack.”

“You wouldn’t be saying the same if a fully powered beam came your way,” she cautioned. “I don’t like this, but first, we need to look over the viewing orb footage and try to glean its true nature. Only then will I feel comfortable letting you expose yourself to even the smallest portion of it.”

“Fine, fine. Perform your examinations and review,” Orodan said. “I’ll be here.”

Ten minutes passed as Zaessythra and W78 looked over the gathered footage of the bolt of energy striking his shield. They discussed from time to time and pondered during stretches. And Orodan simply stood and gazed deeply at the Shard as they did so.

It was known to be a volatile weapon; hence it was under powerful ritual restraints and protections. He continued gazing into the subtle pink glow of the crystal.

It twitched about as a liquid within its frame for a split moment.

Orodan continued looking.

Despite having both the Observe and the Identify skills, Orodan didn’t bother using them very much. Many people had tried using Identify on the Shard already, and there was no information returned. Furthermore, the benefit to refusing the usage of those two skills was that Orodan had some good instincts, almost a sixth sense. Much like monsters did.

He could instinctively sense the danger and power an individual possessed; no skill involved.

And it was this instinct, his sixth sense, which triggered.

It was utterly illogical, completely irrational.

But he very strongly felt that the Shard emanated a feeling of bloodlust, and most inexplicably…

…he could swear it flashed him a sadistic smile.

The world energy within the ritual trembled. Yet Orodan was already moving before anyone else had an inkling of what was about to occur.

His hand grasped around the Shard tightly as he threw all the soul energy he had towards his hand.

Suddenly, and without warning, a titanic amount of world energy was pulled from the world core of Xian and into the Shard, and with a horrific blast, it was sent in the direction of Zaessythra and W78.

At the last moment, the half-dragon attempted to reach for the Shard herself. Terror evident in her eyes yet attempting to shield Orodan himself.

“Thank you for helping me remember myself and just… remember me, okay?”

No.

Not again, not ever.

Orodan refused to let Zaessythra die for him this time.

The Shard was still in his hands, and he turned it so that the beam instead came towards him.

“Orodan, no! Cut the tether, now!”

His soul energy warred against the beam even as he threw his shield in the way, hoping to defend… and yet, the beam was slippery! It evaded, not noticeably, it was slight, and the Shard seemed constrained in what it could do, yet it moved around his shield…

…and toward his soul.

True horror… Orodan’s soul core was utterly petrified, like a deer that had sighted a hunter. The fear, the dread… it was inexplicable.

The pink energy slithered inwards. It entered his mind, infiltrated his soul, and threatened to subsume his memories, take away all he was.

A mind of iron met it in-between and refused to flinch.

His mutinous soul was acting the coward, yet Orodan’s willpower said otherwise. A roar of wrath left his lips, his rage great and taking even Zaessythra by surprise as she stepped back from her attempt to reach him.

[War Cry 41 → War Cry 42]

And he focused inward, taking over the reins of his soul…

…and the holding vault they were in exploded as Orodan channeled near-fatal levels of soul energy.

In good news, his soul’s utter explosion of soul energy was warding the foul power of the Shard off. The bad news, was that before he’d thrown it all out, a decent amount managed to get into his soul core. And most importantly… target his mind.

Pink energy subsumed his vision, and Orodan saw a glimpse, a very brief moment where his eyes went somewhere else.

A dimension of terror… pink, red, yellow oozing horror everywhere. Worlds, star systems, entire galaxies infested by this grotesque horror. It wasn’t the Eldritch. It wasn’t even their universe… yet it was an entirely different one.

“Anointed champion of the willing prisoner…”

He wondered where the voice came from, only to realize…

…that it came from all around.

The two massive galaxies he’d thought were corrupted existences of this dimensional horror. Those two opened, like the eyelids of a universal terror.

A great horror stared directly at him… peering into his very soul. Everything about it was contradictory, impossible shapes, sounds that shouldn’t have existed in even the most deranged of minds. And imitations of people he knew he wished to strike from his eyes. His hands clamored to gouge out his own eyes, they desired to clap and shatter his own ears. Every cell in his body was capable of seeing, hearing, tasting… and right now his soul wanted to end it all, for Absolute Body Composition was naught but a curse. Orodan’s soul wanted to shatter itself. A part of his mind wanted to die. A permanent death would’ve been a mercy. His mind couldn’t take what he was seeing.

Yet, despite all this…

…Orodan stared back defiantly. His soul wanted to come apart at the seams. Yet, he refused to look away. His soul held firm, commanded by his will.

Orodan Wainwright refused to break, to bend, or to back down. So what that this was a cosmic nightmare beyond comprehension? So what that his very soul and body wanted to rebel and embrace death to escape the terror?

His soul was brutalized into submission through the application of willpower. It would stand.

He roared at his mind so hard it considered him the greater terror. It would not yield.

He stared into the abyss of eternal horror and refused to blink first.

Waves of dread continued battering his soul and willpower. He wasn’t sure how long the nightmare would continue on for, yet he held. He refused any other option.

At some point, the eyes began shifting and he saw further scenes of utter horror. Ogdenborough and Alastaia, destroyed. His own soul shattered, his power, gone. Those he cared for… dead.

Yet he balked not.

Against everything, in spite of the domineering aura of a terror the size of a universe… Orodan held on. The temerity and defiance of one warrior’s mind, standing against the horrifying dominance of an unspeakable cosmic terror.

“An anomaly… to appoint such a thing…”

And finally, at some unknown point, it ended.

As the nightmare concluded and Orodan’s sight returned to the real world, all he heard was the amused laughter of an unfathomable horror ringing in his ears.

“—dan! Orodan! Speak!”

“Administering shock,” W78 said.

[Li ht ing Re i ta ce 47 → L gh ning R sista ce 48]

A bit of a tingle. And a very strange System message.

“Failure to account for resistance skill. Result: Ineffective.”

“I think he’s with us once more. Orodan, can you hear us?” Zhou Shan asked.

He looked down.

His hands were pale and trembling madly, and sweat dripped down his brow. He didn’t need to breathe and yet shallow and rapid gasps were all too loud in the now quiet room. The room itself was a scene of devastation, the aftermath of him generating far too much soul energy.

Around him, Zaessythra, W78, and an incredibly worried Zhou Shan stared at him. Behind them, an array of soul and healing cultivators were running a battery of scans and tests on him.

“I’m here… how long was I gone?”

“Thirty minutes. You were just… glowing and calling upon ever-increasing amounts of power while nothing we said or did could stop you. We thought you might kill yourself if you kept going and were about to go in to grab you until you simmered down,” Zhou Shan said. “The energy from the Shard left you rather quickly, yet it was as though mentally you were someplace else entirely.”

“I was… Where the hells are these Shards from? I’m almost certain I was locked in some sort of mental battle against some terror beyond our galaxy,” Orodan said. “A universe of horror… galaxies like⁠—”

“Like eyes… You saw it too then… and y-you… your mind remains intact still?” Zaessythra asked and she looked quite ill, as though remembering something utterly traumatic.

Orodan took a moment to absorb her words and only then did he understand the implication.

“Orodan… whenever that weapon hits someone, it’s supposed to shatter their mind and soul entirely,” Zhou Shan explained. “The viewing orbs were running the entire time, and we managed to see what occurred. The energy struck you; your soul energy fought it off, preventing the shattering of your soul itself… and yet… your mind remains whole. How have you done this?”

“I don’t know… all I did was stand strong in the face of it. I refused to break.”

“An anomaly…” one of the soul cultivators muttered from behind.

“The rumors of his mental fortitude are true…” another said.

Zhou Shan simply looked irritated at the interruption and remarks. With a sweep of his hand, he spoke.

“Clear the chamber. I must speak with Orodan and his companions.”

The Transcendents and Gods in attendance, powerful individuals with skill levels beyond 100, quickly assented and filed out of the holding vault.

“Their aid is appreciated, but at this time, an audience is unnecessary,” Zhou Shan said. “Tell me, what exactly did you see?”

“Cosmic terror beyond the comprehension of even Gods and Transcendents… Just what is out there, Zhou Shan? What’s the true nature of these Shards?” Orodan asked.

“A mistake… that’s what. We never should have attempted this dumb experiment,” Zaessythra solemnly said, her voice trembling.

“Yet, without it, we wouldn’t have discovered any of⁠—”

“No. Orodan… enough,” she interrupted. “I refuse to aid you in these experiments any longer. The sight of that horrifying power… it has made my resolve falter. We cannot all be like you, and I refuse to be near the Shard any longer. Or worse… watch someone close to me be victim of its wrath.”

“Well, it all worked out for the best, didn’t it? You’re fine, I’m fine, and we all made it out alive.”

Zaessythra didn’t reply. Or rather, the fist coming for his face was her primary answer.

Orodan allowed it to connect and held off on using Warrior’s Reciprocity.

“Fine? With even the slightest bit of contact with your soul, your System is doubtlessly damaged,” she venomously spat. “You directed the attack towards yourself, why?”

“Why not? Do you expect me to stand by while someone I care about is hit by a soul shattering weapon?” Orodan retorted.

“I expect you to understand that you’re the one in a time loop,” Zaessythra said as she jabbed a strong finger into his chest. “And that you’re the one this whole war hinges upon. If I die, you can simply find me in the next loop. If you die and suffer permanent damage, all is lost.”

“And I’ll be damned if I let anyone else die for me!” Orodan fired back, stepping toward her as his temper burned hot. “First it was Adeltaj, then it was you. Not again, never again.”

“And are you so self-absorbed that you won’t recognize I might feel the same way? I have lost enough… my people, my homeworld… my very self,” she said. “How much more do you expect me to lose?”

“A pain you’ll never get to experience. If I die, the loop ends and nobody else is the wiser. Just me, back to the very beginning in Ogdenborough, all alone as always.”

“And how am I supposed to know that? Don’t you think the fact that you’re in a time loop has jaded you a bit?” she asked pointedly. “Do you expect me to simply rely on something I’ve never seen when you’re about to die?”

“Analysis: Heightened emotions detected. Possibility of further physical conflict between subjects: High. Solution: Temporary separation of subjects until emotional state has abated.”

They both glared at W78, and his poor robotic friend could only stand in place impassively.

“Perhaps subjecting poor W78 to your combined ire is a bit uncalled for?” Zhou Shan suggested, which led to the High Sovereign then receiving two glares. “…Never mind.”

Orodan sighed and shook his head, stepping back. Unusual as it was for him to be the one backing down, he felt bad for Zhou Shan and his metallic friend caught in the middle.

“We won’t solve anything by quarrelling amongst ourselves,” Orodan said.

“Perhaps a few moments of separation might cool everyone’s tempers after such a harrowing experience?” Zhou Shan suggested and gestured for he and Orodan to walk to the other side of the crumbled holding vault.

“I admit, whatever that thing was, it’s like nothing I’ve ever seen,” Orodan stated. “Still… for Zaessythra to react like this…”

“It is as she says, my friend, not everyone can be like you. You cannot begrudge her the natural fear anyone would experience in her position,” Zhou Shan replied. “When I saw you reversing time upon the entirety of our Ascendent Sword Cluster’s soul nexus… I knew then and there that you weren’t exactly normal. I dare say I’ve seen none like you. Not at the level you should be at. Unless you’ve been deceiving me all this time, you’re but a Master.”

Orodan grunted in response.

Of course he wasn’t begrudging her the fear. Far from it. Rather, the situation in general caught him off guard and tempers were hot. The thought of her dying to protect him once again made his wrath soar. What did surprise Orodan was the fact that she’d kept the terror she’d already experienced against the Shard to herself. It was her secret to keep or reveal, yet Orodan felt a bit blindsided by just how impacted by the Shard she was.

“It’s fine. My emotions were roiling as well, if anything, I could’ve stood to be a bit more understanding,” Orodan said. “That cosmic power was terror incarnate. My body, mind, and soul felt fear and trembled involuntarily until I re-asserted control and demanded otherwise.”

“What exactly did you see?”

“An entire universe of terror. Red, yellow… pink. Entire star systems and galaxies but an extension of its foul body,” Orodan answered. “It was so far beyond me in power that I wouldn’t know where to begin comparing myself against it. Boundless.”

“Fascinating… I shall have this added to our archives. As it stands, you’re the first being in recorded history to have tasted the direct wrath of the Shard and retained your mind and soul,” Zhou Shan said. “You truly are an anomaly, my time looping friend, and I for one am glad of the knowledge that you are with us.”

“My mind, perhaps. But my soul? That I’m not too sure of,” Orodan said.

He opened his Status and focused on a specific line waving everything else away.

L gh ning R sista ce 48 (Ap renti e - Exq isite)

Most of the skills in his Status had the same problem this line had. Still, better to confirm it in more than one way.

“Have an observer orb laying about?” Orodan asked.

Zhou Shan produced one from a spatial ring and handed it to him.

Orodan’s hand went upon it, and he channelled soul energy within, allowing the reading of his Status.

And…

…it was a garbled mess.

Every line still existed, and one could tell what they were, and yet many letters were missing in every bit. The only thing unaffected were the numbers.

Orodan looked deep within himself and noted there wasn’t soul damage to the deep System-related parts of his soul core. It’d just been jumbled and scattered with strange runes which should’ve been present in the core that were now in random parts of it.

“Not good… I thought I’d thrown the Shard’s energy out of my soul before it could affect it overly much,” Orodan muttered. “This… is a bit of a mess. I’m not even sure how to go about fixing it.”

“Orodan… this is…” Zhou Shan said.

“I know, it’s bad.”

“No. I mean, your Status! How in the heavens do you have so many skills of such high-rarities!” the High Sovereign barked out. “You’re not even a century old!”

Ah, right. This was technically the first observer orb examination he’d had since… the examination center in Trumbetton in Volarbury County back on his homeworld? At least, that was the last one he recalled having.

“A bit of hard work and a lot of death can lead to decent results,” Orodan remarked.

“Decent… decent? Orodan, if someone of your age displayed such a Status on Xian, they’d immediately be kidnapped and held as the personal ward of the Court for training into a war asset. Your existence and talent would be the cause for galactic war. Beings from other galaxies would take interest, Embodiers would come out of hiding from the void between stars and they’d try to move things behind the shadows to ensure you were abducted,” Zhou Shan explained.

“Previously, you mentioned being a Master, and I took that at face value. You being a Celestial skill bearer is powerful by galactic standards, yet not as substantial by the measuring scales used by those at the Embodiment-level. But to have so many skills of such rarities… your unchecked growth would guarantee the ruin of any galactic factions you were the enemy of. They would either try to assassinate you or kidnap you for subversion. Even without the time loops, you are a monster… and I’m beginning to see why you were given this burden.”

“Surely it can’t be that outrageous? I’m but a Master-level warrior who dabbles in a few magical skills,” Orodan said.

“One in a time loop, who has a skill allowing him the generation of endless power, and one whose chronological age isn’t beyond a century,” Zhou Shan said. “Taken together, if someone were to see your Status in its entirety while knowing your chronological age, you would rouse the attention of people beyond just our galaxy. Frankly, that Embodiers haven’t descended yet is likely due to the fact that they don’t know of your Status and age specifically, and the threat of Administrators punishing them. And even then… there is no guarantee some aren’t moving in secret behind the scenes, manipulating other factions and providing intelligence to our enemies.”

“None of which will matter if his Status and the System-related parts of his soul aren’t fixed,” Zaessythra said as she approached them, W78 in tow.

“Information: Subject emotional intensity – lowered. Analysis: Odds of physical conflict – Tolerable.”

Orodan looked at Zaessythra.

Zaessythra looked at Orodan.

“I apologize⁠—”

“I was wrong to⁠—”

They both cut the other off. Orodan looked away, rubbing his head in embarrassment. And Zaessythra was faring no better.

Thankfully, the prince stepped in to soothe the awkward moment.

“Well, I assume we’re fine to continue our discussion then?” Zhou Shan asked, and they both nodded. “How can his Status be fixed?”

“A laborious process, yet a doable one. The power of the Shard briefly touched his soul, I can slowly work to guide and patch the glyphs back to where they should be,” she answered.

“You… you know such a skill?” Orodan asked.

“Not a skill, at least, not one categorized by the System,” Zaessythra said. “The one upside of this experience with the Shard is the fact that it’s jogged the remaining bits of my memory once more. I’m beginning to remember why the Hegemony used the Shard on me.”

“It’s because you know how to control the glyphs of the System itself?” Orodan asked.

“Yes, although calling it ‘control’ is generous, and my ability in it… meagre at best. Still, what little I know should be sufficient to guide the minor bits and pieces back to where they should be,” she answered. “It’s a skill that can draw the wrong sorts of attention, Orodan, if you want to start learning it… just beware that Administrators might take notice.”

“Considering I already have one on my tail, I’ll take my chances,” he replied.

“Now hold still, this process might take a few hours…”
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Orodan pulled up his restored Status screen.

[Name: Orodan Wainwright

Age: 17

Title 1: Perfect Cleaning Master

Title 2: Celestial Master

Title 3: Bearer of a Celestial Skill

Title 4: Cleaning Master

Available Titles:

Bearer of a Celestial Skill

World Conqueror

World Gate Delver

Avatar Slayer

Wielder of a Mythical Skill

One Who Has Experienced Death

God Slayer

Transcendent Slayer

Celestial Master

Perfect Cleaning Master

Cleaning Master

Unarmed Combat Master

Physical Master

Combat Master

Sword Elite

Shield Elite

Wrestling Elite

Soul Elite

Time Elite

Woodworking Adept

Alchemy Adept

Space Adept

Fire Magic Apprentice

Enchanting Apprentice

Teaching Apprentice

Laboring Apprentice

Blacksmithing Apprentice

Pathfinding Apprentice

Gathering Apprentice

Rewards:

Permanent +14 Action Increase

Permanent +0.1 Title Multiplier

Skills:

Domain of Perfect Cleaning 96 (Master - Celestial)

Eternal Soul Reactor 97 (Master - Mythical)

Warrior’s Reciprocity 86 (Elite - Mythical)

Eldritch Resistance 64 (Adept - Mythical)

Divine Resistance 53 (Adept - Mythical)

Reality Alteration 5 (Initiate - Mythical)

Absolute Body Composition 1 (Initiate - Mythical)

Harmony of Vitality 98 (Master - Legendary)

All-Strike 90 (Master - Legendary)

Unassailable Fortress 87 (Elite - Legendary)

Bulwark Physical Resistance 85 (Elite - Legendary)

Endless Blitz 85 (Elite - Legendary)

Time Reversal 77 (Elite - Legendary)

Draconic Fireball 74 (Elite - Legendary)

Mana Resistance 65 (Adept - Legendary)

Body Tempering 64 (Adept - Legendary)

Vision of Purity 62 (Adept - Legendary)

Wood Communion 56 (Adept - Legendary)

Time Compression 50 (Adept - Legendary)

Fate Disconnect 43 (Apprentice - Legendary)

Iron Body 87 (Elite - Exquisite)

Time Mastery 81 (Elite - Exquisite)

Psionic Resistance 79 (Elite - Exquisite)

Flash Strike 75 (Elite - Exquisite)

Draconic Mana Channelling 68 (Adept - Exquisite)

Vitality Destruction 59 (Adept - Exquisite)

Fire Resistance 51 (Adept - Exquisite)

Lightning Resistance 48 (Apprentice - Exquisite)

Wind Resistance 41 (Apprentice - Exquisite)

Water Resistance 39 (Apprentice - Exquisite)

Ice Resistance 38 (Apprentice - Exquisite)

Dimensionalism 23 (Initiate - Exquisite)

Curse Resistance 4 (Initiate - Exquisite)

Soul Mastery 78 (Elite - Rare)

Space Mastery 77 (Elite - Rare)

Teleportation 59 (Adept - Rare)

War Cry 42 (Apprentice - Rare)

Acid Resistance 34 (Apprentice - Rare)

Gourmand 13 (Initiate - Rare)

Spatial Fold 76 (Elite - Uncommon)

Shield Throw 69 (Adept - Uncommon)

Shield Intent 68 (Adept - Uncommon)

Power Strike 61 (Adept - Uncommon)

Mana Manipulation 58 (Adept - Uncommon)

Fate Reading 31 (Apprentice - Uncommon)

Magical Rituals 18 (Initiate - Uncommon)

Pain Resistance 94 (Master)

Physical Fitness 92 (Master)

Unarmed Combat Mastery 90 (Master)

Combat Mastery 90 (Master)

Shield Mastery 88 (Elite)

Sword Mastery 88 (Elite)

Wrestling 80 (Elite)

Woodworking 67 (Adept)

Tool Mastery 66 (Adept)

Alchemy 64 (Adept)

Flare 63 (Adept)

Enchanting 59 (Adept)

Surprise Attack 45 (Apprentice)

Blacksmithing 49 (Apprentice)

Fire Magic Mastery 48 (Apprentice)

Jewelcrafting 48 (Apprentice)

Pathfinding 46 (Apprentice)

Teaching 43 (Apprentice)

Sprinting 39 (Apprentice)

Laboring 34 (Apprentice)

Maintenance 34 (Apprentice)

Gathering 32 (Apprentice)

Construction 28 (Initiate)

Repair 22 (Initiate)

Cooking 22 (Initiate)

Intimidation 20 (Initiate)

Mining 17 (Initiate)

Club Mastery 15 (Initiate)

Disguise 12 (Initiate)

Lumberjacking 11 (Initiate)

Parkour 11 (Initiate)

Observe 11 (Initiate)

Stealth 9 (Initiate)

Thievery 6 (Initiate)

Identify 5 (Initiate)

Deception 4 (Initiate)]

“Like brand new…” Orodan muttered.

“Of course it is, do you think me some sort of amateur?” Zaessythra asked.

“Didn’t you say your technique in this method was meagre?”

“Did you say you wanted your System scattered again?” she threatened.

“Never mind… can you even do that?” he asked.

“No. It’s an idle threat. To actually affect the System-related parts of the soul core, that weapon would need to be used, or that Celestial skill of yours which can somehow cleanse up to a certain extent within the soul core,” Zaessythra said. “Yet, if I recall, you still can’t go all the way with it. The System barriers just before the deepest part still elude you, don’t they? You’re lucky the damage was barely surface level… the glyphs within your soul core seemed to know where to go back for fitting in. I’m not sure how I’d help if the attack actually shattered it.”

She was right.

Her process of working on the System-related parts of his soul core was a strange one. Zaessythra hadn’t directly manipulated anything, rather, she’d guided and almost convinced the stray glyphs within his soul core to rearrange themselves into their proper configuration. As though she was talking to them.

The only other person he’d seen doing such a thing was an eccentric man back on his homeworld.

Orodan, at level 96 of his Domain of Perfect Cleaning, wasn’t yet capable of smashing past all the barriers of the soul core. The very final part, the deepest section where skills and the fundamental parts of the System were, was beyond him. Even within his own soul core this deepest part was inaccessible to him, let alone in the souls of others. He suspected that these System-related parts of his soul were the bits that trembled in fear and threatened to go out of his control whenever facing the dread prowess of the Shard and the cosmic terror behind it.

In fact, the Shard’s energy had a strange effect upon his System. Unlike the corrupted Checkpoint System and the Storage System he had yet to invest in, the Shard seemingly deleted information from his Status outright. Letters were entirely gone instead of the familiar corrupted symbols appearing within to garble things like in the case of corruption.

He had no idea how to go about healing his own System if the worst happened.

Yet, it was an important skill to learn.

After the healing, they’d spent another two hours where Orodan raptly paid attention to Zaessythra’s lesson on how to potentially interact with the glyphs of the System and System energy itself. It made no sense to him. Zaessythra had explained her studies in this weird art. Her own experimentation involved communing with the glyphs, encouraging them to move about in her favor, attempting but failing to understand them and trying to influence them through soul energy.

Something she’d failed in as her abilities in the soul arts weren’t on Orodan’s level, and even he had yet to reach the deepest part of the soul core. Even Transcendent soul specialists couldn’t breach the soul core, or at least, nobody on record within their galaxy could. It was a feat requiring not only a high level of mastery in the soul arts, but also raw power. Still, she’d mentioned that if anyone could breach the barrier and then hope to directly interact with the System, it was Orodan.

Finally, as for the nightmare he’d encountered, the decision was made to shelve the matter for the time being.

Orodan’s mind was strong, and he held faith in being able to retain himself against the mental assaults of that almighty being. Yet, it wasn’t something he could hope to currently face. Not now, not when the Administrator was descending against him, and he had more important matters to focus on.

Matters such as securing transport to another galaxy via the Conclave and interrogating the prisoner they’d acquired from Narictus. Both people relevant to that goal were present in the holding cell Orodan and Zaessythra were stood within.

“Tell us more about the Hegemony’s battle plans,” Lady Sujana, Knight Commander of the Conclave said. “We know that your forces have retreated and are holing up on your core world. Why? Surely you don’t intend to just sit on your laurels as we strike at important worlds? There’s been no significant military movements at all on your end.”

The half-dragon being interrogated was in a comfortable room, dressed in decent clothing, and looked well-fed. Perhaps the feeding wasn’t good by the standards of a vampire, after all, they’d provided the blood of slaughtered cattle and not any sapient beings. However, the prisoner didn’t have anything else to complain about besides boredom, and perhaps a diet it didn’t prefer.

“I have been nothing but forthcoming, and my previous answer still stands. I do not know, they didn’t trust me with the knowledge of such battle plans and war strategies,” the half-dragon vampire said. “I and many of the other younger Transcendents and Gods often clamored for battle once the declaration of war was announced. Each time we were simply told to wait.”

“Concerning… I feel the Hegemony must have something up their sleeves, yet we cannot confirm it,” the God said.

“What should be of greater concern to you,” the half-dragon vampire said, fixing Orodan a look, “is the arrival of the Hells on our side.”

“How so?” Orodan asked.

“We’ve already been told to capture you on sight for the sickening transformation you put Ragamul under. It was an act of defiling which raised the ire of every vampire within the galaxy, a blatant act of disrespect against those bearing the gift of blood,” the half-dragon said. “And then you go and perform a similar transformation upon the Lord of Night himself. The Hells are paying attention, time looper. The Devil Kings were already concerned about your ability to purify a True Vampire and how close you are with the Conclave, and now you purify the progenitor of vampirism himself and kill him? Such an act will doubtlessly push them closer to our cause.”

Everything the half-dragon vampire said was correct of course.

The Devil Kings of the Hells were concerned about Orodan’s Celestial skill which allowed him to purify anything, including beings he saw as unclean. He’d shown undeniable proof of it working on Ragamul the first time, and as a result, Devil King Gutriyaz attempted to kill him during their battle on the moon. Devil King Saathmaraz too, had reviled him during their battle for the soul nexus. Now he’d gone and done the same to the most powerful being upon Narictus.

“Their concerns are fair, and we can only hope to allay them when we meet,” Zaessythra said. “Let us talk of other matters though. Why turn to vampirism?”

“The power? The status and respect upon Narictus and within certain parts of the Hegemony? And of course, the freedom from persecution that we half-breeds face,” the half-dragon said. “I’ve heard of you. In my younger years, they spoke of how Astalavar and Excromon destroyed your planet all for the purpose of killing you. Do you think me content to sit around and remain prey for such blood-purists?”

“And what of Avraxas? Did he not offer any protection? He has always been the mightiest among our kind, surely, he would not let genocide of draconic blood rein unchecked,” Zaessythra said.

The vampiric half-dragon simply spat upon the ground in response.

“Ever since the joining and becoming one of the Crusaders, the devourer cares not for the plights of dragonkind. Even less for us half-breeds,” the half-dragon prisoner said. “I wonder if anything of him is left within. While most likely, the Transcendent doesn’t always win the struggle for domination during the melding.”

The melding?

“Like soul melding?” Orodan asked. “The joining of two souls?”

“Yes, it’s no great secret that the Crusaders are created through the forced soul melding of God and Transcendent,” the prisoner said. “And while the Transcendent usually holds an advantage… not always.”

“Tell me some secrets then, how do the Shards work and what do you know of them?” Orodan asked.

“The only one allowed to touch the Shard was Lord Almante himself, and aside from him, Lords Agrimon, Astalavar, and Excromon,” the prisoner answered. “That’s all I know.”

The prisoner was rather cooperative. No sense in attempting to lie to a time looper. Better to cooperate and hope for some measure of mercy.

“I suspect we shall get no more out of him,” Lady Sujana said. “He’s a decently talented Transcendent-level chronomancer, but in the grand scheme of things, not as important to the Hegemony aside from battle power. Your killing of Vakan Almante was a heavy blow to the Hegemony’s war strength, yet we would’ve gotten more answers out of him.”

“I’ll be sure to keep that in mind for the next loop. The difference in strength between us was simply too much to surmount in order to capture him,” Orodan replied.

Lady Sujana frowned, for she must have detected the lie.

In a sense it was a truth, Orodan simply wasn’t a match for a level 149 Transcendent vampire with a Celestial rarity skill. There was no way he could surmount the difference… in direct combat.

Domain of Perfect Cleaning, was a different matter. It allowed him to catch the Celestial Emperor, Jian Huangdi—a level 150 peak-Transcendent—by surprise and nearly purify the man of Eldritch corruption. And it let him purify Vakan Almante and then kill him.

The truth was that Orodan could have chosen to capture the Lord of Night’s purified form but chose not to. The subsequent kill was a mercy and the cleansing of Orodan’s own sense of honor.

The divinity of the Conclave chose not to press the matter.

“I’m told you’re going on a journey to our neighboring galaxy? An odd time to carry out such a thing when we’re in the midst of war. Still, we have a branch there as well and could perhaps do with some reinforcements and supplies,” Lady Sujana said. “Our grand array can take you there and cross the distance between galaxies. However, such a thing will draw attention and people will know that there was intergalactic travel. The very preparation of the grand array will also be noticed.”

“We’re going to seek potential allies,” Orodan said. “The more to help us during this war, the merrier, no?”

“I would ask what you intend to do if stranded, though tales of what you can do with access to even the first level of a spatiomancy skill have reached my ears,” the God said. “If anyone can find a way back to our galaxy through spell craft and their own power, it is you, time looper.”

“I’m confident I can cross the distance between a galaxy to return if need be. I can try getting there with a Spatial Fold myself.”

“The distance between galaxies is utterly astronomical,” Lady Sujana said. “Being capable of Teleportation to return is not the same thing as casting a Spatial Fold which spans that same distance.”

“I wouldn’t underestimate Orodan. Not when it comes to raw power,” Zaessythra said. “But I’m vetoing this idea on the grounds that it would risk the attraction of whatever horrors lie between galaxies.”

The void between stars was full of terrible monsters, and in the deeper parts, some were at the Transcendent-level and above. The void between galaxies, however, was a different matter altogether. Embodiers were the only beings who felt comfortable enough to hide out in the dark void there. Rumor held that they did so to avoid the scrutiny of the Administrators, other whispers claimed they were forced into exile upon crossing the threshold of level 150. Yet, the other plausible reason was the presence of these terrible existences between galaxies. Embodiers were rumored to do battle against them in an attempt to raise their skill levels and attain power.

And while they didn’t really enter galaxies—perhaps through some protective mechanism of the System—nothing prevented them from taking notice of someone attempting to travel between them.

Orodan had a lot of raw power, and his ability to channel higher amounts of it at once was gradually increasing by the loop. However, the effect of a spell depended on not only raw power, but also skill level. And he didn’t know if his combination of both was enough to cast a Spatial Fold which spanned across an entire galaxy. And even if it was…

…it would almost certainly draw the notice of something very bad lurking in the dark void between galaxies. And while he would’ve loved to battle against foes of cosmic might, he simply didn’t think he’d bridge the gap for a very long time. And he doubted his allies would be too keen on him gallivanting into that dangerous void and encountering hells knew what.

Rather, the Conclave’s grand teleportation array was designed for safe and quiet travel between galaxies.

“Your companion is wise; you would do well to heed her counsel. The deep void between galaxies is a terrible place harboring beings of unfathomable power,” Lady Sujana said.

“Will we be traveling to the Conclave for the use of this grand array of yours?” Orodan asked.

“Not necessary. Our array can create a stable portal between galaxies at any selected location. It merely requires time to prepare.”

A shame, Orodan wouldn’t have minded getting to see the holy world of the Conclave and how they were all supposedly born being in tune with ‘the light.’ But that could wait for another time.

“How long?”

“By the time the sun is at its peak tomorrow, be prepared.”

Tomorrow afternoon, then. That worked, and allowed him to take stock of a few things, perhaps talk to certain people and just… read in peace for once.
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“To have the vaunted Orodan Wainwright himself standing before me? I must admit, meeting you is an honor,” the elderly cultivator said. “A travesty that your only experience with the Alchemy of our tradition was through Liu Fan’s Alchemical Wonders. Yes, it isn’t entirely inadequate for the average bumpkin seeking to learn Alchemy and be introduced, but for an otherworldly visitor and treasured ally of our people, it is woefully lacking.”

A clenched fist met an open palm as the man greeted Orodan with a slight incline of the head. Orodan reciprocated, by now familiar with the customary greeting of people within the Ascendent Sword Cluster. Bowing low during the greeting was considered subservience and giving deference to the other party. Not moving the head at all could be seen as disrespectful, whereas equals would give greeting with a slight nod or incline of the head.

Orodan didn’t care much for social customs, but he could see the similarities between it and the clasping of hands on his homeworld, or the silent yet affirming head nod he might give a fellow militia member whom he respected.

“I’m just another man,” Orodan said.

“Are you?” the old cultivator asked. “Your arms look as though they’ve been carved out of divine jade, your skin akin to the hide of a ferocious elder dragon, and your eyes possessing the will of the bottomless abyss. They sure don’t make youngsters like you nowadays.”

“Thank you. It’s just the result of a bit of hard work.”

“Then you and I will get along splendidly,” the old man said with a smirk. The robes he wore were enchanted for protection, not from blades or arrows, but the elements and deadly substances. And he also had plenty of scars and disfigurations upon his hands.

This was a man who worked and wasn’t afraid to get his hands dirty.

“I have a day before my journey takes me elsewhere,” Orodan said. “And everyone on Xian spoke of the greatest alchemist of the Ascendent Sword Cluster, Transcendent Ruyi Hao. They say your Celestial skill nears the peak of Transcendence.”

Celestial skills were rare, and those who had combat-related Celestial rarity skills, even rarer. Among the people of the Ascendent Sword Cluster, only High Sovereign Zhou Shan and formerly the Celestial Emperor had combat-related Celestial skills. People with Celestial rarity skills related to crafting also existed, even if they too were exceedingly rare.

There was a generally accepted custom of not harming valuable crafters on the losing side even during war. Even the devils of the Hells were known to peacefully integrate crafters after conquering worlds. This went to the extreme end for crafters with Celestial rarity skills, where factions would often strike grand diplomatic deals or go to war over them.

Even receiving a singular item crafted by one of these people often shook the status quo.

“Mere rumors. I’m just another alchemist,” the Ruyi Hao said with a smile. “Yet, I suspect you haven’t come all this way to the palace’s Alchemy Hall just to hear an old man talk. How can I help you?”

They were within a grand workshop in the basement of the Celestial Palace, the Alchemy Hall. It was a place with very few people, and all manner of incredibly expensive equipment, such as gigantic cauldrons, shelves lined with expensive ingredients, powerful formations, and braziers lit up with spirit flames of varying elements. And it was reserved purely for Ruyi Hao, his assistants, and any disciples of his. The man was the greatest alchemist the Ascendent Sword Cluster had ever seen, so for him to monopolize the hall was more than fair.

“I’ve never seen the work of a Transcendent-level crafter before, can you show me some examples?” Orodan asked.

“Well, how about I give you the gradual course. Have you seen Grandmaster-level items at least?” Ruyi Hao asked and Orodan nodded. “Good, then I shall start from the low-level Transcendent items. For instance, this Pill of Resurrection.”

Orodan’s eyes widened like saucers as he heard the name and beheld the item Ruyi Hao pulled out. He used Identify.

[Name: Pill of the Resurrecting Soul Vortex

Description: A pill crafted by a Transcendent Alchemist using nothing but the Dao of Alchemy. Capable of resurrecting the dead within a month of death.

Tier: Transcendent]

“How can a simple pill resurrect someone?” Orodan asked. It looked… mundane, there wasn’t a terrible amount of energy within it, perhaps enough to put it at the Master-level. In fact, Vision of Purity had a difficult time getting much detail, as the impurities were barely detectable, as expected of the crafter’s skill level. “Does it use the soul arts? Chronomancy?”

“What is Transcendence, Orodan Wainwright? It is the act of going beyond the established limits of a skill. No two Transcendences—even in the same skill—are the same,” Ruyi Hao said. “This pill was made by one of my disciples immediately after he passed his trial of ascendance and stepped into the Transcendent-level. He tirelessly studied the Dao of the soul for millennia until he was capable of replicating a resurrection through Alchemy alone. Not a single soul cultivator aided him, and he used not a single aspect of their Dao either.”

“Incredible… yet surely this has limits, how does it work?” Orodan asked, green with envy. This was some of the most profound Alchemy he’d ever seen! “I’ve seen cultivators perform battlefield resurrections, yet never have I seen any pills used in combat or upon deceased Transcendents and Grandmasters.”

“You’ve answered a part of your own question. Once we break past our current limits, it is the nature of improvement to encounter new ones. This pill, while capable of something one would need multiple cultivators to do, can only work on bringing back those at the Elite-level and below,” Ruyi Hao said. “Consider the name, soul vortex. This pill functions by forcing a tether between the soul of the deceased corpse and the pill, it then expends energy within the pill to pull the soul back from its journey towards the soul nexus and into the body, a healing effect is applied at the end using the remainder of the pill’s energy.”

What a ridiculous alchemical pill. Not only could it somehow track down the associated soul of a corpse, but it could then pull it back to the body and heal it too. It wasn’t the effect itself which impressed Orodan—after all, he could also bring back the dead through chronomancy—but the sheer scope of what the pill did through Alchemy alone.

Even if he had his own advantages, the universe was big, and Orodan Wainwright had a lot to learn. He couldn’t even fathom the thought of performing resurrection through purely alchemical means.

“Despite the limitation, with this pill, the common folk would have access to a method of resurrecting their loved ones… death, even accidental, would be but an inconvenience,” Orodan said. “How difficult and costly is the crafting process?”

“There are only three people who can make this. Myself, my head disciple, and the disciple who pioneered this pill,” the Transcendent Alchemist said. “The creation also requires very rare ingredients which take time to grow within specific habitats which are saturated with world energy. Bypassing the requirement of knowing the soul arts and healing can be rather expensive.”

It made more sense now why Orodan hadn’t seen such pills in use.

“How about something a powerful Transcendent would make?” Orodan asked.

“Haha, certainly, let me show you what my head disciple can make,” Ruyi Hao said and beckoned for an assistant to fetch a scroll. Once the scroll was handed to him, the alchemist pulled something out of it. “This thing is valuable enough that I don’t simply keep it within my spatial ring, but within a scroll of holding which is specifically warded and sealed against attempts at thievery or destruction. We have only six of these, and it takes many thousands of years before the ingredients become available.”

“Should you be bringing out such a priceless treasure for the purpose of showing?” Orodan asked.

“We are at war, and the more you know of these things, the better. You rub shoulders with all the mighty Sovereigns of the Celestial Court, the Puppet Sovereign speaks well of you, and the Thousand Broom Sovereign tells me your ability far outstrips his. And most importantly, the High Sovereign himself has given special dispensation for me to show you anything you desire within our sacred vaults,” the Celestial Alchemist said. “And besides, the activation for it requires more than just an accidental nudge.”

It was a shimmering glass globe. Or so it seemed to the naked eye at first glance. Yet, that wasn’t glass, and the sheer quantity of power contained within the orb impressed even Orodan. Power comparable to the core of a large world.

“This item is incredibly powerful… yet how can Alchemy create such a thing?” Orodan asked. Was this man pulling his leg? “It looks to be an enchanted item, perhaps a glassmaker or an enchanter was involved in its creation?”

“You will come to learn, my young friend, that high-level crafts can go beyond the bounds of the skill itself. Does your ability to clean not go well beyond what people would expect of it?” Ruyi Hao asked. “It might look otherwise, yet do not be fooled. This item came out of a bubbling cauldron, the ingredients were put inside, the spirit flame carefully stoked, and elements changed whenever necessary, and a grueling week-long process which left my head disciple bedridden for a month afterward was necessary.”

Orodan decided to use Identify for himself to find out.

The Alchemy hall had formations inside which allowed for the usage of Identify upon the powerful treasures held within. Else, Orodan, with his low-level Identify skill, wouldn’t be capable of gleaning any information on a Transcendent-level item. The formation did the work for him, and as the details were transmitted to him, he could only gape yet again.

[Name: Orb of the World Shield

Description: An orb crafted by a Transcendent Alchemist using nothing but the Dao of Alchemy. Projects a shield capable of protecting an entire world for an hour.

Tier: Transcendent]

Orodan could only shake his head in bafflement.

“Yet another ridiculous item. Is that why it has so much energy within? To fuel the defense of an entire world against attacks of planet-shattering scale?” Orodan asked.

“Indeed. In fact, the recent mission you went on where you were granted an Embodier’s Sacrifice by our allies in the Conclave… this orb can protect a world against even that,” Ruyi Hao said. “The explosion of a soul nexus, even an Embodier’s full power strike… this orb can defend against it for a time.”

“That makes no sense. The Embodier’s Sacrifice produces an explosion capable of destroying an entire star system. How can the energy equivalent to a large world core match it?”

The old alchemist simply smiled.

“As I said. Items at the Transcendent-level often do not make sense. This orb can defend against attacks far beyond its caliber,” Ruyi Hao explained. “It’s why Transcendent-level crafters are so valued. Just one item made by us can contribute greatly to any war. Frankly, the rumors within the Hegemony still wonder why you did not slay the famed Urias Virenmar upon Narictus. Depriving the Hegemony of a peak-Transcendent Enchanter with a Celestial skill would’ve been quite the blow.”

“Where’s the fight in that?” Orodan asked. “I won’t stoop to slaughtering non-combatants for the sake of war damage. Better to learn from a crafter than kill them.”

“I can appreciate such a sentiment. Anyhow, I have one more thing to show you.”

“Oh? This should be good…” Orodan muttered.

“It’s a peak-Transcendent item; something that took all my skill to make. For this, you shall have to come with me,” Ruyi Hao said, and Orodan obliged, following along. Only when they were halfway down a private hallway meant for the most trusted of the Celestial Court, did the man continue: “It’s the culmination of my Celestial skill and my entire life’s work. I’ll never be able to replicate it again. All that effort for a seemingly useless item.”

“Useless? And why can it not be replicated?”

“The core ingredient came from the black hole at the center of our galaxy. We can never get anything like it again unless such an event occurs once more,” he said. “Yet, despite me bottling it up, we still have no discernible use for it.”

“Should you be showing it to me then?” Orodan asked.

“The High Sovereign insisted that if I show you anything from the vaults… it is this. Word of your… unique situation has spread, and I suppose if anyone should have access to it, it would be you,” the Celestial Alchemist said.

Orodan was led to a vault which had every manner of safeguard and protection possible upon it. The very process of opening it took twenty minutes and required Zhou Shan himself to come down at the end.

“Ah, I see the time has come to hand the bottle over,” the High Sovereign said as he walked into the chamber.

“Prince, er—High Sovereign… are you certain of this? The item can never be replicated again unless such an event occurs once more,” Ruyi Hao said.

“I am certain. Bring it out,” Zhou Shan said and provided a drop of his blood. “If anyone should have it for study, it’s Orodan Wainwright.”

Five more minutes passed as all manner of formations deactivated. The vault door opened to reveal…

…a bottle.

The liquid within was incredibly clear, yet that wasn’t what drew Orodan’s eye. The strangely suspended and glowing glyph of the System floating within did.

“Calling it my creation wouldn’t be accurate. All I did after pouring all my expertise into it was manage to successfully bottle it, to prevent the glyph from fading or escaping our grasp,” Ruyi Hao said. “Identify doesn’t work upon it either.”

“How have you managed to capture a glyph of the System? It shouldn’t be possible…” Orodan said. “Nobody should be capable of directly interacting with those things.”

“The application of my Celestial skill and every bit of insight I ever possessed,” Ruyi Hao said. “And even then, I feared failure near the precipice of the act. An entire world core had to be destroyed and its strange life blood used as the suspending fluid. World cores have a relationship with the System, and it was only through it that I was able to trap that glyph. People who attempt to interact with the glyphs and symbols of the System exist, and its an esoteric field of study which mainly involves delusional fools attempting conversation with these symbols, yet nobody in recorded history has been able to directly interact with one.”

“This glyph was one of many emitted from the black hole at the center of our galaxy. There was a fierce battle and a diplomatic incident between multiple factions in a bid to acquire them. Not that they seem to do anything at all. The Celestial Emperor would often study it and he seemed closest of all to influencing it,” Zhou Shan explained. “While we do not know what it does, recently, it has become quite relevant.”

“How so?”

“After that horrific incident with the Shard, our soul cultivators scanned your soul deeply during the time you were out, in the hopes of helping you. The soul core is normally inviolable, nobody can peer within, not into their own nor into those of others. Yet the Shard’s foul power for a brief moment illuminated the System symbols and glyphs present within, it made them tremble and become apparent to our scans momentarily,” Zhou Shan said. “And what they saw… Orodan… this glyph matches many of the ones found within your soul core.”

“How is it relevant to me then? Anyone could have these glyphs.”

“The Shard’s energy caused everyone’s souls to tremble. We have scans of Zaessythra and W78 too,” Zhou Shan said. “Yours is the only soul which had these strange glyphs. They match the glyph which came out of the black hole a little while ago.”

The Shard… was that how Agrimon, leader of the Hegemony, had been able to detect Orodan’s time looping nature? His foe had at one point said he was able to detect the subtle markings of the System upon Orodan’s soul. Was the Shard and this symbol the giveaway?

“You say a ‘little while ago,’ yet the lives of you Transcendents are measured in millions of years. Just when did these symbols spew forth from the black hole?” Orodan asked.

“Seventeen years ago.”
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“An hour until the grand array beams down,” Zaessythra said. “Even I have never been to another galaxy before.”

“Is it an uncommon thing? Intergalactic travel?” he asked.

“Quite. In my time, it was something done once every few centuries, and the activation of a grand array was a matter of great celebration and speculation,” she said. “Operating it is an expensive endeavor.”

Orodan hummed in acknowledgement as they continued their companionable silence.

He was laid on his back, staring up into the bright noon sky of Xian. In his hands, a scroll on System glyphs and symbols and the esoteric area of study where some would attempt to decipher or influence them.

The records of these people were scant. A large number of them ended up missing, never to be heard from again, and many also wound up getting corrupted by the Eldritch. It was suspicious.

Near him, Zaessythra, a book on transformations and blood magic in her hands.

“The mystery only thickens, Zaessythra,” Orodan said to his companion. “The more I learn, the more questions I have.”

“What else do you expect? You’re clearly the anointed time looper, even that nightmare you encountered said so,” she remarked.

“You’re old, don’t you have any advice for me? I’m good at bashing my head against things in a straightforward manner, not these puzzles,” Orodan said. “I still don’t know what this time loop wants from me.”

“My age has little bearing on a matter which is beyond me. You’re already on the right track with your plan to venture to the Vystaxium Galaxy and try to uncover more clues and mayhap secure allies,” she said. “I would be a little more worried if I were you, though. They called you an anomaly, Orodan, and I would be inclined to agree.”

“Why would I worry? The battle is ahead of us and we’re moving in the right direction towards the enemy, are we not?”

Zaessythra closed her book and looked closely at him.

“That. That’s why they call you an anomaly. Even that unfathomable terror beyond our comprehension referred to you as such,” Zaessythra said. “Orodan… are you even human?”

“Isn’t that a bit weird to say when you’re a half-dragon yourself? I have nothing against people of other species. Or are you perhaps taking issue with my Absolute Body Composition, then?”

“No. Idiot. I speak of you. Your mind, your emotions. Are you even a mortal?”

“Gods and Transcendents past a certain level can’t really be considered mortal either, Zaessythra, what are you trying to say?” he asked, and then promptly received a smack upside his head via a thrown book. “Alright, alright. I’ll stop being difficult. You want me to worry? Why would I? I’m a warrior, I face the enemy, I fight, I die. Whether that death sends me back to Ogdenborough or is permanent, what does it matter? Whether I face the Lord of Night or a cosmic terror which attempted to shatter my mind, soul, and System, what’s the difference? It’s naught but a matter of scale.”

“That… is what I mean. Sometimes, Orodan…” she said, “it’s as though I’m talking to a fabled being of legend, a myth beyond comprehension. You’re more walking impossibility than man. You say the cosmic terror was incomprehensible, but to me you’re just as much of an unfathomable existence.”

“I’m just a man, Zaessythra, perhaps one possessed of a willpower that’s a little strange, but a regular person, nonetheless.”

“Are you? I haven’t once seen you actually falter to the very mortal emotions everyone should have. Even Gods and Transcendents feel fear and terror, they feel love, care, concern… These are real vulnerabilities everyone should have,” Zaessythra said. “I recall the trauma, the agony of that Shard striking me. It showed me many lifetimes of horror, of me failing at everything. My vulnerabilities were preyed upon, and I was broken. Yet you… you just… hold on and emerge the same. What are you?”

“I’m just a warrior, that’s all I am. I admit… I’ve always tried harder than anyone. Laziness and hesitation aren’t something I’ve really known. I simply chalk that up to me having a tougher mind… Yet when on a cosmic scale for my will to hold strong even then, I admit it’s a bit strange,” Orodan mused. “Still… you’re wrong about one thing. I do feel emotions, and things do hurt for me all the same.”

“Oh? Such as? Grown sweet on me, have you?” she lightly teased. “Don’t think I didn’t catch you staring into my eyes during that spar.”

And for once, Orodan had to admit he was tongue-tied and walked himself into a trap he couldn’t escape.

“Sweet on you? You drive me up the wall with your bossy attitude. Is your poor eyesight related to those mismatched eyes? If you could see you’d know I wasn’t looking into them,” Orodan retorted, and then his tone got quieter, more serious. “When you gave your life for me, that hurt… a lot. It was partly why I got so angry when you tried taking the fell energy from that Shard on my behalf.”

If she noticed the deflection, she said nothing about it.

“Tell me about it. How did I end up dying the first time? In this loop of yours where I supposedly sacrificed myself for you,” Zaessythra said. “Hard to imagine a selfish dragon like myself doing such a thing.”

Orodan couldn’t help it, he laughed.

“You’re a good liar. Had me fooled a few times before I began to catch on,” Orodan said, causing her to frown. “You lie about a lot of things. Exus Baldrimon.”

The mention of her false alias, the name she took to pretend she was some ancient lich, had her frowning in irritation.

“Oh, so now the mighty Orodan Wainwright knows all my secrets, does he? Go on then, tell me about some other lies I’ve uttered.”

“You lied about liking fruit and fish, and now you’re lying about being selfish.”

“I hardly lied about that. I care for myself first and foremost. I simply tag along with you because you’re the best option for getting through this madness alive,” she replied a little too calmly.

“And in my last long loop when you summoned the Hegemony to help defeat the Eldritch Avatar? What then, Zaessythra? Am I to believe you very selfishly gave up your life for a random warrior who did little for you then?” Orodan asked. “You asked how you died… that was how. Astalavar tore into the material plane to slay you once you put your System back together to a functional state.”

No reply came forth, for none was necessary. He had her there.

“Hmmph… You call me a good liar, but you’re a terrible one, Orodan Wainwright…” she whispered, shutting her tome.

“Me? Lie? Given how often you complain about me telling people about the time loops, I doubt that’s a problem.”

“For once, it’s not that. You say you weren’t looking into my eyes then?” she challenged.

And then… Orodan experienced something he didn’t get to feel often.

The feeling of genuinely being caught off guard when her face was suddenly looming above his.

It was hardly any sort of inappropriate distance, and yet, as he was already on his back from reading, her face was in his line of sight right above him as she approached from the opposite side.

The scroll he was reading was still in his hands, covering his face with only his eyes peeking over. And Orodan was simply reading it, ignoring this irritating dragon.

He was reading about System glyphs and not at all getting distracted by a pair of mismatched white and gold eyes.

And before Orodan could say anything, she simply got up to leave, saying only one word as she did.

“Liar.”

He was about to respond and challenge her to a spar for being so annoying, but all that and his inner turmoil could wait.

Because the air felt rather odd, tinged with the distinct smell of charged… gunpowder?

The first sign that something was wrong was when he felt spatial fluctuations in the void above Xian’s atmosphere.

The second sign… the activation of the Orb of the World Shield that Ruyi Hao had shown him.

A titanic blast of cannon fire which could obliterate a large star rained down, and he took notice of the shadows of ships in the void above.

A familiar voice, one he’d heard through an Avatar long ago, called out. It was divine in nature.

“Cultivators. Surrender the time looper and we need not come to blows, this I swear upon my honor,” a booming voice echoed across the planet. “Fail to do so… and you shall taste the arsenal of the dwarves.”

Varkir… dwarven God of Crafting, Endurance, and Honor.

This divine was a mercenary and sold himself and his people’s services to the highest bidder.

“Varkir! The dwarves yet again sell themselves to the Hegemony? At this rate, you may as well admit you are Agrimon’s lap dog!” Lady Sujana boomed in the skies as she flew to meet him. “Orodan, the grand array will descend any moment now, you must leave immediately and fetch aid from the Conclave’s branch within the Vystaxium Galaxy!”

“I refuse! Let us stand and fight alongside you!” Orodan proclaimed.

Zhou Shan was suddenly next to him.

“No, my friend. You’re strong, but they have multiple Transcendents and an arsenal of horrid power. Your efforts are best spent getting us the help we need. Without vampirism, a Devil King, or the Eldritch, you would not be able to bridge the gap between yourself and high-level Transcendents,” Zhou Shan explained. “This is but a token force, and we’re all but certain to win this battle. Yet their main objective lies in delaying your travel. The threat of additional allies on our side is their main concern. Return with aid, and you deny them their main objective.”

“Come, Orodan, listen to reason for once!” Zaessythra said.

A grand beam landed upon the surface of the palace’s peak; the spatial fluctuations muted yet unfathomably powerful. This was the teleportation beam of the grand array they needed to step into.

They were right. Stopping him was their priority, and if he left and managed to secure aid? He would be hurting them more.

Much as Orodan hated it… he had people relying on him to secure aid from the Conclave’s branch in another galaxy.

He stepped into the beam.

Space trembled, the stars blazed past him, and he barely managed to grab Zaessythra’s hand in time to avoid separation as the travel had become rather unstable.

Behind them, the dwarves were attempting to fire weapons of mass destruction toward the tail end of the array. It connected, and something was shattered…

…the part of the array which masked their travel through the void and the targeting function.

And suddenly, Orodan had a strong feeling that something was watching him.

Two seconds of travel later, a gigantic gaping maw attempted to swallow the beam whole. It was the size of an entire star system.

Surely this would be the end of the checkpoint loop?

Or so Orodan thought, when the void crackled with a glowing golden arrow of light and the maw was driven off with a shriek of pain.

The two of them practically smashed into their destination, and the spatial fluctuations settled to reveal they’d landed somewhere.

Evidently, the natives of the world they’d landed on also noticed. Given the dozens of barrels aimed at the two of them.

A woman wielding a rapier and ornate military uniform stepped forward, still on guard. Behind her, rows of troops clad in metallic armor which emitted a strange gas.

“Identify yourself, or I give the steam knights and artillery the order to open fire.”

Not the ideal entry to a new galaxy in search of allies.


Chapter 18
Plague World Invasion


The skies of this world were a clear blue, the clouds quite thick and high up in the air. Humidity was apparent, yet not the hot sort which clung to the skin and made one feel uncomfortable. Instead, it was cool, and felt almost natural.

Beyond even the clouds, two suns shone down onto the earth… and in the horizon, the skies were beginning to show the slightest tinge of purple and gray. An all too familiar color which Orodan despised quite deeply.

And on the ground in front them, and all around…

…they were surrounded, the weapons of almost a hundred soldiers were pointed at Orodan and Zaessythra.

At the very front, twelve-foot-tall suits of metal were arrayed. Hot steam and magical energies periodically emitted out their vents. Glittering enchantments were engraved upon the plates of metal which made up their armored frames. These large metallic golems also seemed to have no pilots within, and they wielded some manner of multi-barreled firearm on the right hand, and an impressively forged and enchanted blade in the left.

War golems of steam and metal.

Behind them, arranged tactically to safeguard the flanks and seemingly vulnerable angles of the golems, were human soldiers armed with repeating rifles of similar make to those he’d seen the dwarves of his homeworld use. These guns were seemingly powered by a mixture of steam and magic. Powerful implements, lethal ones too, if the feeling he got from them was any indicator.

The golems and soldiers comprised the first battleline. And behind this leading rank was an assortment of artillery pieces supported by additional gun-wielding soldiers and mages.

They came in varying sizes with crews operating them. All of them were mounted atop some manner of vehicle, a metallic, enclosed cart which was again, operated by steam and magical energies. All of these vehicles had firing ports, much like the balistraria upon a fortified castle, from whence the gun-wielding crew could dispense salvos of death. The barrels of many steam-powered rifles protruded from these gun-holes, the human crew within these vehicles alert and watching him and Zaessythra closely.

These artillery-mounted vehicles were supported on the flanks by the aforementioned firearm wielding soldier, which seemed to be the most ubiquitous sort of troop present. And behind even them, were combatants with higher than normal amounts of mana.

War mages.

These magical soldiers were arranged in formations of five, with four mages supporting a central one. Two fire mages and two water mages supported a leader in the center who seemed to command steam itself. There were four such formations, and these central steam magicians were Grandmasters who appearing to empower the very machines and firearms of the entire force in an amplificative maneuver. The steam-controlling magicians wore dress uniforms just a step lower than the Transcendent-level commander of this formation.

And half a mile behind the formation… were three soldiers armed with what Orodan could only admit was a very dangerous and oversized variant of rifle. The energy emanating from these weapons was quite great, and the wielders looked to be the Grandmaster-level.

Machine and man, organized in concert to form a unified military force, all empowered by steam and a dash of magic.

Orodan had seen golems on Alastaia, along with W78 and A1, the machine warriors of the Unity. Though to see a very mechanized yet magical military force was a novel experience. The basic human soldiers were at the Master-level, although Orodan had an inkling their guns could hit above their level and hurt Grandmasters. His senses told him that the artillery pieces and steam knights carried a decent amount of power. Perhaps a full barrage from this unit might even hurt a Transcendent.

And the three deadly sharpshooters in the rear rank? They might even be capable of killing Transcendents when working together.

The commanding officer in ornate dress uniform wielding a rapier and handheld firearm was an early Transcendent, and was undoubtedly a core part of the formation. Numbers and firepower were of severely reduced effectiveness if they couldn’t be brought to bear due to the enemy closing distance. To that end, having a Transcendent capable of holding the line was an important task.

Military pomp and regalia was typically abandoned by the time someone reached the Transcendent and divine levels. The Transcendents he’d seen in his own galaxy were a bit removed from the military ranks, concerns, and organizational structures of Grandmasters and below. For the woman to still be wearing a uniform, it was intriguing. It suggested these people took custom seriously and Transcendents seemed well-integrated into society even after their ascension.

“Did you hear me? Identify yourself! You’ve broken past planetary space-lock defenses and are in violation of galactic law, article nine. Intruding upon the territory of a sovereign nation is not something we can overlook,” the commander spoke. “We need not come to blows today, simply surrender yourselves and we might work this mess out.”

A junior officer rushed up to the commander, and Orodan’s keen senses picked up on the conversation.

“My Lady! The sensors detect the woman as being mid-Transcendent, however, it cannot get the upper-reading for the man.”

Which made little sense. Orodan was but a Master. Technically, at least. Of course, if the machine detected overall energy, then he would certainly appear rather monstrous, with total power exceeding that of a peak-Transcendent. Even at a sedate pace of energy generation, Orodan’s soul held more raw power within than most beings he’d met.

It was subtle, but the commander’s eyes took on a serious look, and Orodan detected the familiar pulse of dirty mana sent out from a ring on her hand. Calling for immediate assistance was but a natural course of action when one felt outmatched.

Orodan raised his hands into the air and walked forward, attempting to placate the woman and the tension which was palpable.

“I come in peace,” Orodan said. “We’ve come from the neighboring galaxy seeking the branch of the Conclave. Our grand array was assaulted and damaged during our travel, and we consequently landed somewhere unintended.”

“Unlikely. A galaxy is a massive place, and a grand teleportation array’s targeting function being damaged would lead to the passenger being thrown anywhere within. Without your teleport being guided, to somehow land upon a planet is exceedingly unlikely, bordering on impossible,” the commanding officer said. “If you’ve arrived here, all evidence points to it being intentional.”

“Well, the disguising function of the array was also damaged, and we were nearly devoured by something big and hungry during transit,” Orodan said, and the commander’s eyes widened. “Something glowing and golden came to our aid though. Perhaps they’re the one who steered us right?”

“That fluctuation in the void was you…?” the commander asked. “Even still, your story doesn’t add up. If an Embodiment-level being aided in guiding your teleport, the energy would’ve been apparent to our scans. No source of power from outside the galaxy steered you here.”

Then…

“Was it someone from within?” Orodan asked. “Where are we? The galaxy and star system, please.”

“This is Lonvoron, prime world of the Blackworth Collective within the Colodon System. We are within the Yellow Moon Cluster of the Vystaxium Galaxy,” the officer said. “This is where you intended to come, yes?”

“It is,” Orodan answered. The letter had said as much, too.

And if whoever rescued him within the void wasn’t the reason for their new targeting…

…then Orodan suspected it was this other time looper who’d done so.

“Good. Then you shan’t have any issue coming with us to verify your identity and meeting with the Viscount,” the officer said. “In fact, my superiors should be arriving henceforth to convey you the rest of the way themselves.”

Orodan turned to Zaessythra, stood to his right.

“I’d normally suggest we go with them but…” she muttered.

“You sense it too, then?” Orodan asked, and she nodded.

What they sensed, was world energy. Zaessythra likely sensed it through the world-sword she carried, and Orodan through his own world crown which he bore upon his arm. At such an extreme distance, they couldn’t access the world energy of the respective worlds they held rulership over, yet their rulership items still allowed them to access some functions, such as the detection of world energy and minor ways of interacting with it.

And the world energy practically held the minds and souls of these soldiers in a vice grip.

They were potentially dealing with puppets to a higher power.

“For now, why not play along and go with them? If this is truly a trap, we can simply reset and try this again,” Zaessythra said. “They haven’t attacked or offended us, and the weapons are fair given their lack of information on us.”

Orodan agreed. Butchering soldiers defending their homes when they were the ones who’d landed upon Lonvoron, would be a tad villainous. Better to see how far this went and what exactly the orchestrator wanted from them before committing any acts of violence.

Spatial fluctuations emanated near the commander of these steam and magic powered troops, and three figures stepped out. Two of them mid-Transcendents, dressed in ornate military uniforms, and perhaps slightly weaker than Zaessythra. The final one was a woman dressed like a bit of a vagabond, a bottle of liquor in her left hand, and a gun in her right. The small handheld gun had a cylindrical contraption built-in. And from the looks of it, the contraption fed ammunition into the handheld weapon, twelve shots ready to be delivered.

Despite the comedic appearance, he held a rough estimate that this roguish woman was a high-level Transcendent stronger than Zaessythra, and perhaps a bit more powerful than Orodan himself. She was dangerous, and the instinctive feeling he got from that small gun was no jest.

Still, she wasn’t even a peak-Transcendent, and Orodan would estimate her as being near level 140 but not surpassing it. In all likelihood, there were even more powerful reinforcements that could appear at a moment’s notice.

He was strong, and he’d fought enemy armies before, but to fight an entire planet’s worth of Transcendents, many of whom might be near the peak? The thought excited him, but it just wasn’t the time for such things. These people had done him no wrong, and he had greater concerns. Not when his checkpoint uses were limited and his allies upon Xian were counting upon him to secure aid.

The powerful gunmaster took a deep swig from the bottle in her hand.

“Mmm… good stuff…” she said and then hiccupped. “Not bad. I was looking to reserve it for a special occasion… like my next marriage. Explain who you are and why I shouldn’t unload twelve rounds into your head.”

That alcohol wasn’t normal, either. Vision of Purity and his strange sixth sense gave him enough of a picture to tell that the drink had empowered this woman. Drunken as she seemed, a weakling she was not.

Good.

“I’d hope it’s because I didn’t come here seeking a fight,” Orodan said, and then his face lit up in a joyous smile. “Although, that does sound like a fun offer.”

Something in his tone must’ve alerted the woman, as her previous drunken tilt straightened out and her casual-seeming eyes took on a serious edge.

“Madam Lawson… this man’s Aurameter reading caused the device to trigger all four levels and malfunction,” the baroness reported. “We’ve re-checked it on three separate devices, and the readings indicate⁠—”

“That he has energy beyond that of a peak-Transcendent. Pull the formation back and inform the king,” the drunken woman ordered in a tone which brooked no doubt. “The Aurameter provides an approximate level of power based upon the soul. A high-level soul specialist might skew it, but these readings do not lie. Are you an enemy of the Blackworth Collective? Come looking for a fight, have you?”

“Not at all, in fact, I come in peace. Having a powerful fighter make an implied threat does rouse my blood, however. You claimed yourself capable of unloading twelve rounds into my head, did you not?” Orodan asked as his sword and shield were drawn. “How about this. If I survive your twelve bullets, you’ll hear me out. I won’t retaliate in the slightest. I simply wish to test myself against that gun of yours.”

“A fair proposition. My superiors will be arriving soon, and long have I wished to test myself against a peak-Transcendent,” the woman said as the cylinder on the gun was rapidly spun and the weapon brandished and aimed his way with a twirl. “No reneging on the deal. Last chance to commit.”

“Enough talk. I’ve survived barrages from entire cannon batteries firing at once,” Orodan stated. “Show me how these bullets of yours hold up.”

She was as good as her word. The first thing Orodan felt was a powerful strain against his arm and a titanic impact against his shield.
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His loyal defense held strong, yet he was sent skidding backward. The motion of the gun was impossibly fast, the bullet even faster. There was no way his current mind and body could keep up with the projectiles fired from that weapon.

By the time he reflected on all that, the second shot had already ripped straight through the exposed bit of his arm.

The temptation struck to use Time Compression and hasten himself, yet Orodan refused. It would be cheating and against the spirit of this training exercise.

The bullet was deadly for more than just its velocity and impact force. Rather, the projectile was a Transcendent example mastery of force transfer. At first, one might think a poison was causing Orodan’s cells to suffer destruction as they were eroded away. Yet the truth was far more impressive.

The very force of the shot was spread and dispersed in controlled pathways upwards along his arm as it ravaged his body. Like a devouring acid, a hungry flame, yet achieved with naught but pure impact force from the bullet, which was strictly controlled by the gunmaster as though it was telekinetic.

It was akin to a swordsman slicing an opponent’s arm and instead electing to control the force so that it continued traveling along the foe’s body and then decapitated their head. It was a Transcendent-level of skill in gunplay, it was profound.

And it had also made him twitch in reaction just a bit as he attempted to move his shield to defend. A move which left the top half of his head exposed.

The following six shots struck him squarely in the noggin and destroyed it and the upper half of his body entirely. Even as Harmony of Vitality warred with the destructive and virulent force transfer effect from each bullet and attempted to outpace the damage through healing.

It was the ninth shot where Orodan’s shield finally stood in-between once more, holding strong as his soul empowered his defensive weapon. Unfortunately, the tenth and eleventh shots all went for his open legs, which were practically blasted into non-existence.

Finally, the twelfth bullet was preceded by the venting of a large amount of steam from the gun, a sign that it was bad news.

The gun fighter’s eyes were deadly serious, and despite all the damage she’d scored, the Transcendent gunwoman looked equally shocked at Orodan’s resilience and practically instantaneous healing. The final bullet was symbolic, a way to pit her full might against his.

Rather than his head or exposed body, it came straight for his shield. Her bullet, against the soul empowered defensive implement which had saved his life so many times.

Orodan tore through space as the bullet hit. His soul trembled from the strain of pouring power into his shield and maintaining the focus necessary to prevent its destruction.

And at the last moment, he understood that a shield wasn’t just a defensive implement. But one of offense as well.

What was defense? To defend against an attack meant not just weathering it like an unyielding pillar, but to also address the attack itself. As shield met unstoppable bullet, he realized that to defend with the shield involved dealing with the attack.

To attack the attack itself.

What was a shield? A shield wasn’t just defense, but offense. Yet, to step into the realm of mastery involved realizing a defensive maneuver with the shield could be completed through offense, and that an offensive maneuver with the shield could be completed through defense.

His shield advanced, his determination like steel. He refused to passively defend. He practically smashed it right into the bullet, aiming to win through pure force and the perspective that defense involved beating the offending attack with naught but the stubborn defiance a warrior should have.

What was needed next, was an offensive maneuver to return the bullet to whence it came. Orodan instead played it defensively, squeezing the utmost control he had to its limits and holding still, guiding the bullet along his unbreakable shield’s curvature, the bullet spinning along the path of his shield’s rim until it was returned with the same amount of force…

…right past the gunwoman’s head, missing her intentionally, yet barely.
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“Defense can be achieved through offense… and offense through defense,” Orodan said to himself, seemingly in a trance. “Perhaps this is also the key for Sword Mastery…”

“Nice insights, but have you forgotten our agreement that you would not retaliate?” the woman asked as she took another swig. Comical as the action looked, the drink in fact empowered her, indicating she was taking this very seriously. “Though, we might address that after. You… are not a peak-Transcendent, are you?”

“No. I am in fact a Master-level warrior,” Orodan answered. “And I apologize, I simply needed to carry out the last step to make that skill gain. I made sure to miss your head, too.”

“Who might you be?” the gun fighter asked. “No Master-level individual in existence should be capable of contending with a level 139 Transcendent.”

Orodan smiled, and to the side, Zaessythra tensed up noticeably.

“I am Orodan Wainwright, here to link up with the branch of the Conclave upon Lonvoron, and most importantly…”

“…Orodan! No!”

“…to meet this other time looper. I’m also in a time loop myself.”

He heard Zaessythra’s palm sharply meet her own face.

“Why does he always do this…?”

Let it not be said that Orodan Wainwright beat around the bush.

The Transcendent gunwoman who’d shot Orodan had a look of surprise upon her face, which she quickly schooled. And most importantly… Vision of Purity and his own world crown betrayed the slightest of ripples within the world energy which had wrapped around her mind and soul like a constricting snake.

Orodan had his suspicions, but chose not to act upon them for now.

“A time looper? Just as the king asked us to watch for… incredible! This must be fate, for you to arrive at such a time when we’re beset on all sides by the Eldritch,” the gun fighter said. “To think there’s another, the king must be informed!”

“There’s another time looper then?” Orodan asked. “Who is it?”

“Only his Majesty knows of their true identity. Yet we’ve been told to remain on the lookout for anyone claiming to be such,” the leader of the Transcendents said. “King Alstatyn Von Flemethy, monarch of the Blackworth Collective, wishes to meet you.”

“Truth-detection is of no use. That shroud of world energy covering their minds and souls is interfering, and any attempts to push past it would be felt,” Zaessythra said telepathically.

“It makes little sense. Why would knowledge of this other time looper be so widespread? This random Transcendent here seems to know about it,” Orodan replied along the connection. “Do they just go around telling people that they’re in a time loop?”

“Indeed, I wonder who would do such a stupid and thoughtless thing?”

He sent a feeling of distinct amusement down the telepathic link.

“Your barbs aside, this doesn’t add up with what the contents of the letter said. This other time looper clearly went to great lengths to preserve their secrecy. For them to be known of simply creates more doubt and questions.”

And most importantly…

…these people were being beset by the Eldritch? No wonder the horizon held a distinct purple and gray haze.

The Eldritch wasn’t exactly limited to Alastaia. His first meeting with Varkir, the God of the dwarves, had resulted in him learning that the Eldritch threatened many places. The Celestial Emperor of Xian, Jian Huangdi, was corrupted by the Eldritch. The Reject, one of the five Administrators, was also corrupted by this foul plague. So to encounter it here was no surprise to Orodan.

“Time looper, please, the longer we tarry the nearer the forces of the Eldritch draw. They have always threatened our peoples, yet ever since the unification of our Collective as of late they have been pressing even harder,” the Transcendent said. “A spatial rift leading to the surface of a plague world threatens the northern provinces. Our brave soldiers and sturdy war machinery hold the line against them with each passing minute.”

“The Eldritch threatens your peoples? How strong are their champions which descend upon your worlds?” Orodan asked.

“Powerful Gods and Transcendents, beyond level 140,” the woman answered. “Many of them quite barbaric. And some of them… turned from among our own forces. The virulent and infectious nature of their plague has caused us much grief and loss as we’re forced to fight our own.”

“Then, how about we help against these Eldritch invaders first before we meet your king?”

“I would advise against it, the Eldritch are ferocious and deadly beyond compare. Your knowledge of the future and ability to return this knowledge to our forces will be our greatest asset. To that end, meeting with the king and joining forces would be the most tactically sound decision,” the Transcendent argued. “Their rotten touch is vile and infectious. Many of our greatest defenders and champions have fallen to it, forced to turn against us. We absolutely cannot afford you being corrupted by the Eldritch.”

“It will be fine. These Eldritch simply need a good cleaning,” Orodan replied.

“Unacceptable. Royal decree obliges us to deliver you as an honored guest before his Majesty.”

“I wasn’t asking. We will be aiding in this battle against the Eldritch,” Orodan said. “The Eldritch are my enemies. There will be no peaceful meeting between the king and I when my enemies run rampant upon this world.”

“And when you become infected by their madness? An Eldritch-infected time looper would be the doom of our⁠—”

“He has Eldritch Resistance.”

Silence followed the proclamation, and Orodan felt the world energy binding the minds and souls of these people stir at Zaessythra’s words.

“That is…”

“An end to your complaints, yes?” she asked the gun fighter.

“To see you championing my way of doing things, Zaessythra, I thought I’d never see the day,” Orodan remarked.

“You would’ve bullheadedly insisted on it either way, I’m just getting ahead of it,” she replied.

The four Transcendents of the Blackworth Collective were more than a little wary of them. One was an early Transcendent. Either he or Zaessythra could best that one. The other two were mid-level Transcendents who were slightly weaker than Zaessythra. Perhaps she could win the two versus one, perhaps not.

The gunslinger he’d heard referred to as Madam Lawson, however, was the strongest of them. Strength came in different forms. Her gunplay and the speed of her firearm and bullets were extraordinary. Orodan would need to use Time Compression to compete against that level of swiftness. However, he was a warrior through and through. Guns were her forte, melee combat and the thick of brutal violence was his. He hadn’t missed how her muscles twitched in minute ways to indicate a mindset most defensive, and perhaps even a bit averse to engagements at close range.

Her gun and weapon arm were fast. The rest of her, not so much. Orodan was confident he could best her if it came down to a one-on-one, and this was without the usage of Time Compression. His healing could outpace whatever punishment she delivered, and his own endurance would eventually grind her down.

Of course, this all hinged on the assumption he had endless time and no additional reinforcements coming in. Still, whatever the gunslinger Madam Lawson had seen, she was wary of. She refused to order her troops to attack or attempt an apprehension of Orodan and Zaessythra.

And for a few seconds, a tense standoff occurred as the two sides eyed one another down.

Until the world energy which gripped the mind and soul of Miss Lawson trembled almost imperceptibly, indicating action from whoever had this woman in their grips.

“There’s been a change of plans. You wish to visit the front lines of the northern provinces first? That will be acceptable,” Madam Lawson said. “His Majesty will meet with you at our main war camp. We look forward to working together, time looper.”

That had been resolved easier than expected. Understandable, given how nobody with a level of foresight would want to make an enemy of a time looper

Yet something in the back of Orodan’s mind told him he was walking into a veritable wasp’s nest of problems.
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The warzone they were headed to had a spatial rift leading directly to a plague world. This was the point through which the Eldritch were invading Lonvoron.

A plague world. It was what these people called an entire world which had fallen to the Eldritch. Orodan suspected the masters of the Eldritch Avatar which invaded his homeworld also came from one of these. Yet, such a situation made him realize that Alastaia had it easy. They dealt with numerous descending champions of the Eldritch attempting to gain a foothold over many centuries. Yet, to have an active spatial rift which led directly to the heart of a plague world?

Lonvoron was facing a drastically different sort of Eldritch invasion, one on a far deadlier scale than his homeworld. Combating it required the mobilization of military forces across the entire planet and perhaps more.

The two of them had traveled alongside the unit of soldiers, war machines, and mages. Initially, a spatial rift opened up and the party moved a portion of the way toward their destination, and now they trekked the rest of the way on foot.

Direct teleportation into the front lines was off-limits. The spatial rift leading to the plague world had plenty of Eldritch-infected spatiomancy specialists on the other side. Entire towns could be infected and the corruption rapidly expanded if spatiomancy was carelessly used between safe and unsafe areas. Consequently, teleportation within two hundred miles of the front line was banned and strictly monitored.

The Eldritch Avatar had been quite corrupt and virulent, yet an entire plague world launching an attack through a spatial rift was far more concerning. If unprepared, an entire world could succumb to Eldritch infection within a matter of months.

Orodan and Zaessythra were sat atop the open-air captain’s deck of a large moving vehicle powered by steam. Alongside them, in a nearby vehicle as their escort, was Madam Lawson the gunslinger. He and Zaessythra were kept on their own steam-powered vehicle. Zaessythra was deeply engrossed in her book, some tome on transformations and soul magic, and Orodan appeared rather discontent.

“I still maintain that I can travel faster on foot,” Orodan declared. “This thing is slow.”

“And destroy the landscape in your path of travel?” Madam Lawson said. “The northern provinces take the preservation of natural habitats seriously. Many rare and expensive crafting reagents come from these environs. It’s all part of the war effort. Every blade of grass, every tree, every bit of ore in the ground, it all comes together to push the future forward. Take, for example, my twelve-shooter. This pretty lad’s been with me for the better part of a hundred thousand years. The metal came from a centuries old deposit in the mountains, the wooden handle, from an ancient tree. And I’m personally involved in the crafting of each bullet.”

“I can see how a stable supply of materials is important, it’s a war asset and a strategic resource. Yet, when besieged by the Eldritch, shouldn’t your priorities lay elsewhere?” Orodan asked.

“Have you noticed what vehicle you’re riding upon?” she asked, and Orodan shook his head. “This here’s a light carrier. It weighs over one hundred and fifty tons, bears up to fifteen crew members and soldiers, and has a mounted heavy gun capable of shooting right through a mountain.”

“I get the feeling it could kill a Grandmaster with a direct hit,” Orodan said. “What of it, though?”

“Do you notice that we’re riding upon roads and relatively flat surfaces?” Madam Lawson asked. “If we allowed every visitor and foreign dignitary with skills of a brutish nature to traipse about at will, how long until our network of roads and the smooth terrain are gone?”

Orodan had to concede the point there. Even if Orodan felt himself faster, the vehicle they were upon wasn’t by any means slow. Though, it was bulky.

“So if one of these things falls into a ravine, what do you do?” Orodan asked.

“The engineering corps would have to extricate it, or a mage with a talent for moving large objects,” she answered. “If the unit has a Transcendent with decent physical skill around, they might also do.”

“A Transcendent? Why, anyone with a Physical Fitness skill above 50 should be capable of lifting the 150 tons of weight. Even if difficult, at worst, by level 55, someone should be able to casually pluck this thing out the bottom of a muddy hole if needed,” Orodan remarked. “Is this a specialized unit? I feel the lack of any other front line troops is a bit of a vulnerability.”

“It’s by design. We have no dedicated front line troops in our military… outside of the penal divisions and some rare individuals. Such things are unnecessary with our current doctrine of warfare,” Madam Lawson remarked. “If we need to dirty our hands with the base act of hand-to-hand, our brave men and women of the line infantry have affixed bayonets and side swords.”

“Yet none of them are dedicated troops capable of engaging the enemy toe-to-toe? An… interesting choice of tactics,” Orodan said. His younger self would’ve decried this as cowardice and stupidity. Yet now, he had grown and could see why they might choose to fight as such. “Is the threat of Eldritch infection so great that you cannot afford to have warriors clashing blades against them?”

“That’s one part of it. The other is that a soldier purely dedicated to melee combat is a liability and not as versatile. All that investment; long hours of training and pain, close combat, and the risk of constant death. It is a lot to ask of someone. I see you too are one such fighter. Would you not agree that it takes someone of a certain caliber to pursue such a path to its limits?” she asked. “In contrast, even a coward can be trained to pick up a gun. They might not be good at it, their mentality may not allow them to reach the very limits of martial excellence, yet they can do enough. Such a coward, when given a weapon of sufficient power and trained to wield it in relative safety and comfort with some minimal standards of soldiery, can end the life of any promising warrior.”

Orodan had to take a moment to think about it. On one hand, this woman’s argument had merits, even if his experience with melee combat and life in the militia was slightly different. Firearms existed on his homeworld, but they simply weren’t powerful enough to bridge the gap between a civilian and a trained warrior. The few firearms that were capable of harming high-level warriors were secrets guarded closely by the dwarves.

On the other hand, if firearms technology was powerful enough, and a nation had the logistics and crafters to produce powerful guns and the organizational power to train troops to use them… then even a coward training for a little while could kill a warrior who’d trained for decades. And even if a secondary capability for melee combat wasn’t as good as a dedicated warrior who spent their life honing their skill, a charge of troops armed with bayonets and side swords was still a tool available to such an army.

Still, his own perspective was a bit warped. Orodan wasn’t blind enough to deny the fact that he was an outlier. Yet even then, he’d seen and trained alongside plenty of warriors in the county militia. Firearms technology back home wasn’t anywhere near the level these people had. Mages existed on Alastaia, but they were rare and required an inherent talent or a drive for hard work and the willingness to commit to long hours of focus and study. As a result, back home, the only choices for those interested in a life of soldiery and adventure was to pick up a melee weapon. Ranged martial weapons sufficed too, of course, but they required a level of talent and dedication.

“I’ll have to disagree that cowards can’t pick up the sword. I trained and fought alongside plenty who lacked resolve and that deathly commitment in their hearts,” Orodan said, recalling how in his very first death, Parthus Edrosic and the rest of his troop of militia fled at the thought of actual combat. “You don’t need to be exceptionally talented or have unquestionable gumption to pick up a sword and swing it.”

“And yet, can such a cowardly and inept swordsman slay beings with skill levels and physique which are inherently superior?” she asked. “Aside from a few cases of immigration, most of our people are human. Do you think we’re meant to stand toe-to-toe against a vampire or a demon? Certain races such as dragons are capable of easily slaying a hundred warriors of the same level. What point is there in learning the ways of the blade when a dragon with a few levels in a skill is vastly superior?”

“Skills such as Body Tempering can narrow that gap, as can Bloodlines. Additionally, the small size of us humans can be an advantage. I fought a giant Depths Worm underground once, and my small size allowed me to burrow within and slay it with impunity from inside,” Orodan said. “Despite how superior you claim your ways of war to be, I don’t see those who engage in the ways of close combat rolling over and accepting death anytime soon. I have no doubt that the Eldritch send warriors and beasts with a focus on close-range savagery against you. Given their steady encroachment, I assume melee combat has not become completely obsolete and the lack of melee capability hurts your troops.”

“I suppose you have a point, time looper. The Eldritch has corrupted many beings possessed of melee lethality and brought them to bear against us. And I have also seen warriors from other territories and from outside our galaxy even. I shan’t doubt their mettle,” Madam Lawson said. “Yet, think not quality, but logistics. For every monstrous warrior like you, a thousand soldiers of the line infantry can be fielded, each one holding a gun. When a brutish juggernaut among the Eldritch ranks takes to the field, we don’t face them with a mighty warrior of our own, but tactics and numbers.

“What does the power of Transcendent martial might matter when multiple mages and steam knights have them pinned down and they face lethal focus fire from our snipers and artillery? As for our own, some of our most powerful Transcendents have been integral in holding the line against the Eldritch. Even if most lack any ability in a close-up fight, we have powerful Transcendents as well.”

“No Gods?” Orodan asked. “I’m normally the first to decry reliance upon divine power rather than one’s own, but surely your soldiers could use a Blessing or two upon the battlefield? Or Gods battling within the divine dimension or popping into the material plane on your behalf. Especially when facing the Eldritch.”

“You must be new to facing the Eldritch, or have not seen an invasion from a plague world, time looper,” Madam Lawson said as the steam vehicles trudged onward and the purple and gray haze in the sky drew closer. “Gods are a severe security risk against them.”

“How so?”

“When a God is corrupted by that foul plague… their divine influence and Blessings to their followers don’t shut off. That connection, the pathway, it can be used to corrupt entire groups of the Gods’ followers and faithful,” the woman explained.

That sounded quite bad, and grim. It also explained more clearly why the elven deities of Alastaia had taken Faraine’s imprisonment so seriously. A God falling to the Eldritch meant the rapid corruption of their strongest followers and Blessed individuals afterwards.

“A fell fate, to be going about your day and then succumb to the Eldritch because the God you hold trust in has fallen,” Zaessythra piped up, sparing some attention to the conversation from her deep reading of the book she held. “Has there been such an incident?”

“Thankfully, no.”

“Then, how do you know of these things? Despite the steady encroachment of the Eldritch, from what you tell me, this world and the planets of the Blackworth Collective seem to be well-prepared in general,” Orodan remarked.

“Having a time looper on our side is a great boon. His Majesty will not reveal their identity, but whoever they are, their ability to return in time and dispense critical information to us has spared us much loss,” Madam Lawson said. “Who can say how bad the situation would have otherwise gone?”

“Interesting…” Orodan muttered.

The conversation was a good way to pass the time as these frustratingly slow vehicles lumbered across the ground. It was also enlightening. Not simply for the things he’d learned, but for the simple fact that he closely observed the Transcendent gunslinger’s soul.

And whenever the notion of a time loop or the other time looper was brought up, the binding sheathe of world energy enveloping the woman’s mind and soul trembled.

Whoever this other time looper was, they clearly didn’t want their identity revealed.

“This is why we were so concerned when you wished to throw yourself against the Eldritch. The true value of a time looper lies not in their personal combat prowess, but the value they can provide by leveraging the information they carry across time,” the woman said. “Despite my perfervid protests along our journey, his Majesty has seen fit to acquiesce to your request. The main war camp is deep within the hot zone and far too risky for my liking; though I don’t get to question orders… much.”

“It’ll be fine. I don’t think my abilities against the Eldritch have been explicitly revealed. I’m rather well-suited to fighting them,” Orodan said, and the ride went on.

About thirty minutes and many miles later, a shimmering blue barrier was visible before them, and a scout called out.

“Passing into the hot zone!”

“Past this point, the protective spatiomancy perimeter ends and the hot zone begins. This is the frontier of our struggles against the Eldritch. Unlike the other nearby worlds, Lonvoron’s invasion is spearheaded by an entrenched spatial rift leading directly to a plague world,” Madam Lawson said. “Be wary, we have fifty miles of terrain to cross before we reach the main war camp at the front lines, and although it’s rare, the Eldritch have been known to launch ambushes on convoys heading to reinforce the vanguard.”

Orodan nodded, and the military forces guarding the other side of the perimeter parted to allow them way.

The terrain they’d traveled through was serene, the forests green, the plains lush and rolling.

The other side of the barrier wasn’t the same.

“Plague growth on the road!” the leading scout called out.

Madam Lawson stepped off her light carrier. A sickening purple-gray growth infested multiple parts of the road leading towards their destination. It was exactly what Orodan saw infesting the ground and sea in the aftermath of his very first encounter with the Eldritch Avatar on Alastaia, when it had won and held him under the Eldritch corruption for an entire year, attempting to break his will and infect him.

Interestingly enough, the infected parts of the terrain were the trees. The grass and saplings remained unaffected, and Orodan could even see small worms wriggling about on the ground and even over the Eldritch growths, although Vision of Purity told him they were still being exposed.

Next to Madam Lawson was the very first Transcendent he’d seen after landing upon Lonvoron. The early Transcendent woman with rapier wearing ornate military uniform.

“Baroness, clear the road so that we might make way for the king.”

“Yes, Madam,” the baroness acquiesced and turned to a corps of officers, particularly the oldest one among the fresh-faced group. “Captain, clear the way.”

“Yes, ma’am! Combat engineers!” the captain ordered, and the compartment doors for a few of the light carriers opened up, producing a stream of figures. “Clear the road and deploy alkahest as we go! Deploy bridges so that we might make hasty our journey!”

The whole thing was very well-organized with a clear chain of command and good unit cohesion.

The engineers of this military unit were essentially laborers and specialized crafters. Akin to the siege engineers and construction crews that would travel with any organized military force or expedition on his homeworld. They carried small wheellock firearms upon their hips but they weren’t meant to serve as combatants, and it would be a grim situation if they were. The bigger feature of note was the heavy backpacks they carried, replete with all manner of tools, materials, mechanisms, and explosive ordnance.

Orodan wasn’t sure if these men and women served in the military to get a head start on their crafting career, or if they were established craftspeople who left their regular work behind to serve. Given the apparent youth of some and the age of others, perhaps the answer was both.

In swift fashion, the engineers set up expanding metallic bridges over the Eldritch growths covering the road, while others deployed a powerful acid which caused the Eldritch to hiss and burn. All throughout, the soldiers were very cautious not to make direct contact with the foul substance, and the heavy-duty protective armor they wore seemed apt for the task. Hells, the engineers seemed better armored than the line infantry carrying the rifles.

Behind the crew, with grim looks upon their faces, were sergeants wielding twelve-shot firearms. Orodan had been told that these were known as revolvers, and they were steam-powered just as the rest of these people’s equipment. Given how angry and unsociable these sergeants looked, Orodan had no doubt they were meant to serve as executioners for any troops who became unfortunately corrupted.

The scene of industrious and professional labor was interrupted by movement.

Vision of Purity caught it before his eyes did. A four-armed creature erupted from the foul gunk as the burning acid made contact with it. Purple and gray veins of Eldritch corruption ran across its body, and it let out a shrill hiss as it lunged for the nearest engineer.

Only for it to be met with a whizzing bullet which Orodan’s eyes were able to track.

The crack of the bullet was only heard after, and the Eldritch creature dropped dead.

“Keep working, sods! Nice shot back there!” the captain of the unit called out.

“Like shootin’ wolves on the family farm, ser!” the sniper in the back ranks called back as the troops whooped and hollered.

“Rather well-organized unit you have here,” Orodan said. “Such cohesion is rarely seen on my homeworld.”

“All regiments and divisions of the Collective’s army are trained to this standard,” Madam Lawson said. “The advantage afforded to us by our time looper is a great one. The army reforms leading to these tactics were developed by them.”

Which begged the question of just how long this other time looper’s loop had been going on for.

“How long ago were these reforms?” Orodan asked.

“They were… hmm… you know what? I don’t exactly know,” she said. “You might get a better answer from a book or a historian.”

Odd. Even more so that the world energy controlling her had most definitely constricted tight around her mind when Orodan asked that question. He could see the foresight in not even allowing historical timeframes to be divulged, lest that somehow give away this other looper’s identity.

Far wiser than Orodan.

The troops cleared out more of the Eldritch growths. The unit consisted of professionals, and they knew how to do their jobs with near-supernatural cohesion and competency. Orodan had never seen such fluid and smooth teamwork in his life. Snipers and talented rifle wielders among the line infantry periodically picked off any Eldritch-infected flying fauna which were essentially spies for the enemy. At the same time, in the distance, an occasional large Eldritch animal, either a bear, deer, or wolf, attempted to charge the formation. These random attacking beasts were put down by the sharpshooters, and if they got too close, a brief clash with the steam knights left them splattered on the ground with no concern, as the metallic steam-powered golems were non-living.

Things were going well and their journey proceeded smoothly, with Orodan not even needing to involve himself. Right until they encountered a much larger growth.

“A plague nest on the road? The scouts have been derelict in their duties…” Madam Lawson muttered. “Little wonder the road’s looking so overrun. The growths in the area stem from this nest.”

Orders were passed down, and the combat engineers got to work deploying their acid as steam knights stood guard in front of them, prepared to bear the brunt of any infected things which spewed forth.

One thing led to another, acid was deployed, a giant leopard the size of a house at the Grandmaster-level came forth, and even as it was killed by a steam knight, the residual Eldritch splatter from its slaying landed upon a combat engineer who promptly began screaming.

The sergeant nearest to the poor screaming woman had his revolver pointed at her head when Orodan appeared in the man’s line of fire.

“Step away! She’s beyond our ability to help! Her purification is a mercy!” the sergeant yelled.

“Her execution, you mean,” Orodan countered. He understood why they were doing so, but he could offer a better solution.

A broom was drawn from a spatial ring, and his right hand bore the only tool he would need. A single sweep of the broom across the infected woman’s face…

“Time looper! The Eldritch cannot be… it cannot be… what?”

…and the woman was cleansed.

“Foul Eldritch. So much of it around these parts. This place is overdue for a good cleaning,” Orodan said.

“It’s different from the kind which corrupts the Celestial Emperor, is it not?” Zaessythra asked as she got close and took a sniff of the residue upon the ground. “Less resilient, yet more infectious and virulent. I feel the slightest of whispers upon my mind by just being too near.”

“I wouldn’t recommend getting that close, even some very strong-willed people I knew succumbed to its insidious truth,” Orodan said.

“The Shard did far worse. I don’t have Eldritch Resistance, but I think I can survive contact with a brief amount,” she replied.

The combat engineer had stopped screaming a few moments ago, and now the woman could only stare at Orodan with wide eyes even as her hands trembled.

“How?” she asked. “Everyone falls when they touch it… how?”

“Well,” Orodan said and hefted his broom, shaking it for emphasis. “Sometimes the filth simply needs a good sweep.”

“That is… a Celestial skill, isn’t it?” Madam Lawson asked and Orodan nodded. “How improbable… We have to go, they’ve doubtlessly taken notice and⁠—”

Orodan felt the space in the middle of the unit tremble and the unit captain yelled.

“Lesser rift! To arms!”

Space tore apart as a rift opened, and a veritable flood of Eldritch spewed forth.

Orodan acted first as the entirety of his raw power was thrown into an overpowered Time Compression, hastening himself.

[Time Compression 50 → Time Compression 51]

Almost immediately, from the other side of the lesser rift, he felt an enemy chronomancer of decent power and skill attempt to jump onto his local time field and even the odds.

Unfortunately for them, Orodan had only gotten better at Time Mastery and Time Compression after his stealing of the Shard from Narictus. Compared to that half-dragon vampire he’d wrestled with over the control of time, this enemy chronomancer was decent but noticeably inferior.

With some struggle, he contested their attempts at hijacking control of the Time Compression away from him. After denying enough attempts, the hostile chronomancer either realized it was futile or had run out of energy.

[Time Mastery 81 → Time Mastery 82]

Another skill level. One more step forward in his burgeoning prowess over time.

Orodan refused to leave the advantage unexploited. The speed difference between him and the Eldritch detritus coming out of the lesser rift was now massive To him, it appeared as though frozen.

With broom in hand, he channeled Domain of Perfect Cleaning and got to work.

The first sweep utterly annihilated the disgusting waves of Eldritch coming for him. It was practically removed from existence altogether.

The second motion with his broom began targeting whatever foul bits of Eldritch were coming through, yet were still on the other side of the lesser rift.

And before making a third sweep, he decided to commit and stepped inside the rift itself.

If the Eldritch thought they were the only ones allowed to invade…

…then they hadn’t met him.

It was a spatial tunnel. A form of spatial travel between two points which involved traveling through a tunnel rather than a direct connection between two points. The downside was increased travel time, the upside was an easier ability to defend against whatever came from the other side, as it gave them some extra time and distance to react and close the tunnel if they felt him too great a threat.

Smart of the Eldritch. A far cry from the rather stupid sort he’d dealt with on Alastaia.

Yet, unfortunate for them, Orodan also had a measure of skill in spatiomancy.

[Space Mastery 77 → Space Mastery 78]

His soul energy shot outward and grasped for control over the lesser rift the Eldritch had created. There was a level of resistance, though it wasn’t much, and Orodan easily took control.

Then, he took a step, and then another. Beginning his travel down the spatial tunnel to the plague world.

Each step came with an associated sweep of his broom. Like a herald of impending purification, Orodan Wainwright marched forward.

A grotesque and large six-armed Eldritch warrior stepped forth, its eyes white and pupil-less. It wore a corrupted amulet around its neck, glowing with incredible power and looking to be under heavy strain as it counteracted his Time Compression. This foe was strong, definitely above level 140, and it looked about ready to charge him.

The glorious clash of melee seemed inevitable if not for it suddenly stopping. It stiffened as Domain of Perfect Cleaning shot out and targeted the very Eldritch within it.

Yes, Orodan would’ve enjoyed a good brawl, and without a doubt this mighty Transcendent would’ve likely flattened him many times over. Yet, to pit him against the Eldritch was a grave mismatch in their disfavor.

The Eldritch enjoyed corrupting the terrain and living beings into fighting for them.

Orodan felt they were due for a taste of their own methods.

“What… where am I? You! Who are you? I was fighting the Eldritch on my homeworld and then… and then…” The six-armed troll-like warrior struggled.

In truth, the only reason it’d forgotten and was in a confused state was because Orodan’s Celestial skill had not only cleansed the Eldritch, but also its shattered psyche from millennia of corrupt servitude.

He had locked the horrid memories of suffering and the ‘truth’ of the Eldritch away for later healing and addressing by a mind specialist.

“You are free of their foul taint, safety is that way,” Orodan declared and laid a gentle hand upon the warrior’s shoulder and ushered him to the other side of the spatial tunnel.

“I… I see! You rescued me! But what of you, warrior? I cannot in good conscience allow you to damn yourself.”

“I have more of the Eldritch to cleanse. Go on, I can’t focus when I have someone else to look after,” Orodan said.

The spatial tunnel trembled, and an oppressive aura of raw outrage flooded the area.

“Inconceivable! A most detestable skill which defies truth! Return our champion immediately!”

“No.”

In fact, he’d bandied words enough with the three Gods which controlled the Eldritch Avatar of his world. He wasn’t keen on hearing the jabber of another one.

Domain of Perfect Cleaning shot out at full power as Orodan aggressively moved forward, determined to cleanse this foe.

“You shall not blind me to the truth! You cannot silence reality! That which we all draw from!” a disjointed voice cried out.

“I can and will. You Eldritch scum are the cause for most of the problems I face,” Orodan shot back. “Now face me and be cleansed.”

His soul roiled with fury, and all the generated soul energy was poured into Domain of Perfect Cleaning. He positively erupted with incandescent light as the Celestial skill was directed solely against whatever lay on the other side of the portal.

It was interesting to note that whichever Eldritch monstrosity the voice came from was capable of matching or hopping onto Orodan’s Time Compression. They weren’t slowed, and the resistance they provided was quite great too. Matter of fact, the sheer amount of raw power they possessed was also rather staggering. It wasn’t beyond him, but it was to the point that Orodan had to begin drawing upon the upper range of his soul energy generation to begin matching and then exceeding it.

“Anomaly… an impossibility… how can a living being match our raw capacity…”

Some sort of Transcendent Eldritch Avatar perhaps? No… even then it shouldn’t have had this much raw energy.

“I admit, the sheer amount of Eldritch power at your disposal is impressive, but I’ve outmatched an entire world core,” he declared. “Come, Eldritch beast, show yourself so that I might cleanse you face-to-face!”

Orodan continued taking steps forward while his Celestial skill was activated at full power. Each sweep extended beyond just the reach of his broom, with the effects going out for miles beyond the other side of the spatial tunnel.

He moved closer and closer to setting foot upon the plague world itself, and the shrieks and hisses of the Eldritch continued getting louder and louder as he purified it all. Occasionally, a powerful champion infected by the Eldritch would come through and attempt to stop him, only for them to also be purified and sent out the other side to safety.

After the third one, the unseen Eldritch leader must’ve realized that gifting Orodan potential allies for free was a bad idea, and they stopped coming.

Just who was this mighty foe he fought? They hadn’t shown their face, yet Orodan had to admit their energy capacity was impressive!

The answer came as he was on the precipice of crossing over to the other side of the spatial tunnel. As he approached the mouth of the tunnel, he finally saw who it was that he’d been fighting all this time.

Or rather, what.

It was quite gigantic. Many times larger than the one he held dominion over on Alastaia and the shattered one within the moon. System glyphs covered every inch of its surface, yet these glyphs no longer pulsed or hummed with world energy. Rather, its surface was covered in disgusting purple and gray growths. It pulsed with a very faint yet recognizable source of energy that Orodan hadn’t encountered often before. The energy source was raw, unfiltered; and the thing looked as though it really wasn’t meant to use it.

He’d only ever felt this energy two times in the past. During the ascendancy trial of that elven God on Alastaia and…

…in the letter he’d acquired from the other time looper.

This, Orodan was beginning to puzzle out, was the very power source of what all living beings in the universe relied upon. This was System energy.

And using it directly seemed to turn things Eldritch.

The gigantic world core before him was certainly corrupted enough. The heart of the plague world invading Lonvoron.

“This only creates more questions… Just what is underlying the System?” Orodan asked, both of himself and the Eldritch world core before him.

“The blind finally see… where do you think it all comes from? Cease your attempts to deny reality. Embrace the caring, the compassion, there is so much love and care to be found when you rid the intermediary and harness the source directly,” it spoke.

[Eldritch Resistance 64 → Eldritch Resistance 65]

Whispers came abundantly to Orodan’s ears. In the past, he hadn’t truly known of this ‘truth’ that the Eldritch had spoken of. Yet now, now he had an inkling of just what the Eldritch really was. He knew that world cores faced a maddening effect as they drew upon world energy over the long years of their existence.

But to now learn that cutting out the intermediary allowed world cores to directly channel System energy? And that this direct source of energy he’d seen on only two occasions prior was the cause of the Eldritch? The increased knowledge made the maddening whispers of the Eldritch become louder in his ears.

It was hazardous knowledge. The closer one stumbled to the truth of it all, the more vulnerable they became to the Eldritch.

It explained why Eldritch-corrupted landscapes had elder trees, animals, and other intelligent sources of life become infected first. Those that could comprehend the knowledge would be all the more susceptible. Simply knowing the truth didn’t corrupt someone, but it did make them more susceptible to corruption when the Eldritch did come around.

Orodan grimaced. With a steeling of his willpower, he elected to throw the truth out of his head and ignore it.

So what that the System itself might be responsible for the Eldritch? What did it matter that there might be something empowering the System which was antithetical to sapient life?

The very first time he’d encountered the Eldritch, the Avatar had put him under for an entire year while attempting to preach the truth to him. Yet, Orodan was a stubborn bull with a head of stone.

His stupidity, his hard-headed nature, his unwillingness to listen and change his mind…

…these were excellent qualities when it came to resisting the Eldritch!

How could one spread the truth to his mind when he would simply double down, plug his ears, and insist on not listening like a donkey?

Orodan Wainwright cared not what the truth was. For he was stubborn.

“I see… so directly drawing upon the power of the System has led to this…” Orodan muttered. “No matter. I see it clearly now, what I must do.”

“You will accept the truth? Come, child… embrace the warm touch of that which empowers all.”

“No. I see that I must clean every single world core of the Eldritch, starting with you,” Orodan declared.

There was silence.

And then, calamity was unleashed.

Tsunamis of Eldritch power the size of continents smashed into him dozens of times a second in an attempt to force him back through the spatial tunnel. Yet, he’d grown stronger over the course of his struggles, and bringing the Eldritch to bear against him was a poor decision.

He stood strong and pushed against the waves while simultaneously cleansing them into oblivion; and took the first step out onto the plague world, his entry point, in front of its infected world core.

“Leave this hallowed ground! Sacrilegious fool!” the world core roared. “Slay him at all costs!”

Dimensions shuddered as Eldritch-infected Gods entered the material plane, alongside infected Transcendents who rushed to attack him. Under the power of the infected world core, these Transcendents and Gods were brought onto Orodan’s Time Compression. His speed advantage was now gone.

Yet, it was a foregone conclusion.

They were Eldritch, he had Eldritch Resistance.

They were dirty, he had a Celestial skill capable of cleansing their very beings.

They were Eldritch, and he detested them.

Two infected Transcendents, both in the mid-130s unleashed calamitous attacks. One, a harpoon of tremendous piercing power. The other, a throwing axe whirling about entrancingly in midair.

The two were immediately purified, yet their attacks continued, corrupted by the taint.

Which was fine, as Orodan simply took both upon his shield and smashed them aside followed by a subsequent sweep.

In his earlier days, he might’ve cleansed the attacks and received two untainted strikes from powerful Transcendents and lost some momentum as a result. But, Orodan’s battles against the Eldritch taught him how to leverage his advantages, and Eldritch Resistance was one of them. Any attacks which contained an Eldritch taint were of drastically reduced effectiveness against him. It was how he’d survived both the Eldritch Avatar and Jian Huangdi.

A God, definitely above level 140 given the dangerous feeling Orodan got, charged right at him. It was a slime with thousands of tentacles erupting from its amorphous form. He normally thought slimes were rather cute creatures, yet the familiar corruption of purple and gray had infected this one and stripped away its natural beauty.

His Domain shot out and cleansed it too.

The infected core of the plague world began to get desperate. It had felt Orodan’s power initially and likely realized a battle of attrition against him was a dangerous bet to take. To that end, it was pulling out all the stops and sending its mightiest minions against him in a bid to get him killed.

To that end, it sent a peak-Transcendent. A being on the same level as Jian Huangdi, although perhaps not a Celestial skill bearer.

He wasn’t delusional. He could perhaps beat Jian Huangdi through cleansing the former Celestial Emperor of the Eldritch in a surprise maneuver. But in a straight battle when the opponent was ready? Orodan’s odds against a peak-Transcendent weren’t good. Not yet.

He was prepared to receive its attack when a familiar six-armed troll and a thousand tentacled slime stood in front of him.

“Hero! Go onward! You must press on and purify the core of the plague world!” the troll bellowed.

“You… I thought I told you to seek safety!” Orodan yelled.

“Little time for admonishment, warm-blooded one. We shall cover your approach,” the slime said.

Orodan internally grumbled a bit at the fight he’d missed out on, but was appreciative. Who knew that these two were so eager to wreak vengeance against the Eldritch upon being liberated?

He pressed on and laid both hands upon the infected world core, and with utmost focus…

…unleashed the entirety of his soul energy against it in a war of cleansing.

A shriek which could kill lesser beings tore free, and the very plague world trembled dangerously.

“Abate your abominable actions!”

Yet, Orodan cared not for its protests. All Eldritch would be annihilated.

He was already capable of outputting more power than a large world core. And that was with a skill he didn’t have nearly as much talent in as his Celestial one. Pouring copious amounts of power into the Domain of Perfect Cleaning was far easier than for any other skill.

Orodan was a fifth of the way into cleansing the world core entirely when interference struck. Frankly, it would’ve been stupid if there were no safeguards in place to stop him.

Two more spatial rifts opened, and massive tides of Eldritch spewed forth. On the other end of them, Orodan felt two more gigantic Eldritch presences, likely other infected cores from plague worlds.

“Do not kill it, force it back through the rift to its world,” one of the infected cores commanded, and a surge of Eldritch forces came through both rifts. “Interesting whispers have reached our ears as to this one’s true nature. It is the time looper. He has been informed.”

The numbers against him were more than a bit unfair. Dozens of corrupted Transcendents flooded in. The six-armed troll was slaughtered, as was the slime, and Orodan was forced back by the Eldritch practically bullying him through raw physical numbers and might.

His wrath at the deaths of his unexpected allies was great, yet he could do little, as the Eldritch weren’t interested in killing him, but forcing him back to where he came from.

His Domain left the world core he was trying to cleanse and now began focusing on the horde.

Dozens of Eldritch were purified, and he had a feral grim upon his face at the realization that these fools would run out of bodies to throw at him if they tried wave tactics.

Yet, the horde was just a distraction.

A gigantic beam of Eldritch force erupted from the world core he’d been cleansing, and two similarly impactful beams erupted from the new spatial rifts, and Orodan was thrown into the spatial rift he’d hijacked and come in through.

He practically flew down the spatial tunnel, the scenery passing by rapidly.

And before he knew it, he smashed into a field of green grass, causing a destructive earthquake from the impact.

He attempted to get up and charge the rift once more, only for him to have his spatiomantic control over the rift contested by not one, but three infected world cores. Orodan’s ability to generate power was impressive, but to face the power of multiple worlds at once was a tall order. If it was his Celestial skill, it wouldn’t have been an issue. But as it stood, he needed to pour far more soul energy into his Space Mastery to produce results with it since it was a lower-level skill. And against three entire plague worlds, he’d have to kill himself to generate the power necessary to win.

Regardless, he strained and struggled to the bitter end until they ripped the control of the rift from his grasp, though it came with gains.

[Space Mastery 78 → Space Mastery 80]

“Orodan!” Zaessythra yelled, an irritated look on her face. “I know you have a death wish you freely indulge in, but at least warn me before you launch a counter-invasion of a plague world next time. How many deaths did it take?”

“None. I didn’t die against them,” Orodan said. “Although, the plague world was forced to call upon two more infected world cores for assistance, and I think they know I’m a time looper now.”

“And I must say, it’s quite good to make your acquaintance,” a voice called out.

The very definition of kingly. A face that was youthful yet regal, and a voice doubtlessly the work of a social skill. The man wore a dapper hat, on top of which a crown was situated. And the jewelry and raiments worn were likely more expensive than the combined wealth of cities.

“I don’t believe we’ve met yet,” Orodan said. “Orodan Wainwright. I’m in a time loop.”

“Indeed, Ser Wainwright, I’ve heard as such,” the man replied with a smile. “As for me, I’m Alstatyn Von Flemethy, king of the Blackworth Collective. Given the state of these formerly Eldritch-infected people here, I’m inclined to believe the interesting news Madam Lawson has delivered to me. What has brought you to our galaxy, and specifically, to the worlds of the Blackworth Collective?”

“I’m looking for the other time looper.”
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“Why do they call you madam?”

“Why do they call you time looper?”

“Because I’m a time looper?” Orodan posed.

“And has it occurred to you that they might refer to me as such because I’m a lady?” Madam Lawson posed in return.

Orodan shook his head.

“Well, of course that’s self-evident. What I mean is, they call your underling, the baroness, ma’am, yet even the king calls you madam,” Orodan said. “Why?”

“Your straightforward manner of questioning might chafe some, but I find it quite entertaining,” she said, turning to look out the opening of the large war tent they were in. “I suppose it’s a nod to the name I’m famed for. Back in the day, I used to be a renowned pirate. Many star systems quaked in fear at the sight of old Madam Lawson and her merry crew coming by to plunder their riches. The treasures and rare artifacts we’d plunder… those were the times. Of course, the Collective got its act together under his Majesty, and all us outlaws and ruffians were brought to heel with the offer of servitude and using our skills in service of the Collective in exchange for wealth and security. Not a bad deal.”

“How long ago were you a pirate?”

“Not too long ago… a few millennia, maybe,” she answered.

“And this was before the time of the Collective and its reforms?” Orodan asked.

“That… I honestly don’t know. Why’re you asking such trivial questions? A historian or a book can help you better with exact dates,” she said, a flash of irritation upon her face.

Yet, Orodan hadn’t missed the constriction of the world energy around her mind and soul.

It wasn’t outright confirmed yet, but it seemed likely that these reforms took place thousands of years ago at minimum. And whoever was in charge of the mind control had done a sloppy job. Mistakes were natural when it came to mind control on such a massive scale. Although, calling this true mind control would be inaccurate, as these people seemingly had free will, yet the layer of world energy only triggered when certain conditions were met. Likely related to this other time looper’s anonymity.

It wouldn’t surprise him if a look at a library or a chat with a historian revealed some carefully doctored books and fabricated accounts meant to throw off the trail. This other time looper was proving rather cautious.

Still, that could come after. First, was the matter of the Eldritch.

The purple and gray on the horizon had abated a decent amount, even if the spatial rift looked to be heavily defended. The front lines of the Blackworth Collective’s army managed to make a decent dent and push the Eldritch back for once.

“They haven’t made any attacks since?” Orodan asked, changing the topic.

“No, the infected have been fiercely defending ground, yet for the first time… not advancing. They even attempted to close the rift, but our space mages have been working to prevent that,” Madam Lawson said. “Your display might’ve cornered them into playing a bit more cautiously. Never thought I’d see the day we recruit from the infected by purifying them… You Celestial skill bearers sure are a different sort. Don’t think I’ve ever seen a Celestial with the power to purify Eldritch in my life…”

“It’s just a bit of sweeping,” Orodan dismissed.

“If you call that a bit of sweeping, then I’m an infant with a toy crown on his head,” the king said as he strode into the tent. “Apologies for keeping you waiting, Ser Wainwright. I understand you wish to aid us in our battles against the Eldritch? Your aid in purifying their wicked filth and sending them onto the defensive has already done wonders.”

“I didn’t even successfully purify the core of that plague world. How big a difference could I have made?” Orodan asked.

“Quite the difference, in fact. The plague world you set foot upon and assaulted is the central point from whence the Eldritch are invading the Collodon System,” the king explained. “During your battle, over 30% of their leading champions on our front lines pulled back, likely in response to your threat. Without critical enemy leadership, our forces made titanic gains and inflicted severe casualties upon them. And it’s not just that, but the other two nearest systems experienced similar retreats, which were capitalized upon. All in all, you’ve undone a decade of their progress.”

He didn’t bother asking how long the Eldritch had been invading for. He had no doubt that even the king would find some excuse for not giving an answer or would refer him to a book. It was apparent by now that this other time looper was doing everything they could to muddy the waters.

“Then, why not launch an assault of the rift and purify this plague world once and for all?” Orodan asked.

“Certainly, that is our intention. And preparations are being made for the re-deployment of troops from newly liberated fronts to the central rift,” the king said. “With your aid, time looper, we can beat back the Eldritch threat which has beset our Blackworth Collective. And then, we shall be free to send reinforcements against your foes in your home galaxy.”

“And yet, not free to tell me about this other time looper,” Orodan remarked.

He and the king had spoken extensively for a while. He’d learned much about Lonvoron, the Blackworth Collective, and the Vystaxium Galaxy. And yet, the man refused to breathe a word about the other time looper aside from the assurance that they existed.

On the bright side, he had the assurance of reinforcements from these people if he helped quell their Eldritch issue. Something the king had been meaning to ask him for help with anyways. Furthermore, they knew the location of the Conclave’s branch in the Vystaxium Galaxy and were happy to aid Orodan and Zaessythra in liaising with them for a return journey to Xian.

“I’m not at liberty to speak of them, my friend. Their identity has been carefully hidden, and even within my mind, the knowledge is under hundreds of safeguards,” the king answered. “If I were to try and tell you, I would face death in not just body, but mind and soul.”

In fact, Orodan could believe that much. For unlike the other people he’d seen, King Alstatyn’s mind and soul had no world energy constrictions upon it… but nearly a thousand spells and safeguards. Many of which looked unlike any he’d ever seen. The only person capable of such intricate and delicate spellcraft should’ve been the other time looper. And it implied that the king was a somewhat important man to them.

And similar to the letter, there was that brief and unmistakable tinge of raw System energy present. Yet it didn’t seem to be going out of control and causing the rampant madness and Eldritch corruption within the king like it did the plague worlds. How one could directly interact with it if not a world core or System being, Orodan didn’t know.

What he did know, was that pondering wouldn’t help. It was time to finish the Eldritch off.

“Fair enough. When will the assault begin?”

“In an hour, Ser Wainwright. Our soldiers and materiel are assembling and will soon be ready,” the king said. “Why not do a tour among the troops? Asking men and women to march into a plague world is a daunting task. The sight of the Eldritch purifier himself might raise their spirits and improve morale!”

The troops of the Blackworth Collective upon Lonvoron had been touting him as a hero. It had only been a day since his arrival, but these soldiers were desperate for something to cling onto. From what he’d seen and heard, the life expectancy of the average line infantry rifleman was rather abysmal. The unit he traveled with thus far had been a specialized one consisting of veterans. The line infantry gun-fighters there had been Master-level, the fire and water mages apprenticed to the steam mages had also been Masters and Grandmasters, respectively. And they’d had a Transcendent leading them in the fray.

In contrast, the standard unit was lucky to have a Grandmaster, and life expectancy was low.

Orodan left the tent and stepped among the first ranks of line infantry.

“It’s the purifier!”

“Ser! It’s an honor to stand beside you!”

“Thank you for coming from the stars to aid us!”

Orodan went around shaking hands and greeting the soldiers when a sergeant approached.

“Ser, it’s an honor. If you don’t mind me asking, how do you muster the stomach to use those things against the purple bastards?” the woman asked. Her voice was gruff and she had more than a few scars on her face. Yet her grip upon the rifle slung about her shoulders was doughty. The look of a dependable soldier ready to enter battle. Orodan could respect that.

“Let me ask you a question in turn. How do you muster the guts to bring that rifle to aim and hold steady when the masses of Eldritch are charging your line down?” Orodan asked. “How do you steel your resolve when the order to ready bayonets and meet their charge is given?”

“Why, ser… I simply pray to our Gods and accept my possible death in the service of my people,” the sergeant answered.

“Then you’ve answered your own question. Courage comes not from hearing a speech from some fool swinging a sword and shield,” Orodan said, and then tapped the left side of her chest. “The resolve of a warrior comes from within. I will not lie, many of you do not have it and no number of rousing speeches will help find it once the brutality of battle begins. You, however, already have that spirit. Sword or rifle, the weapon does not make a warrior, the wielder does.”

Some of the troops looked disheartened. Yet, many who were quieter and likely wouldn’t have been influenced by some nonsensical prattle looked emboldened.

Good.

Better to embolden ten warriors of quality than pander to a hundred weaklings with no spine.

He continued onward, running into a crew of steam knights and light carriers being worked on by artificers and combat engineers.

“No… no! Put that glyph on the pauldron and it’ll blow the armor plate right off when anything hits it! How did you pass the academy?” a lead engineer angrily screamed.

“Sergeant, the design is by intention, sir! I think we could improve the armor of the steam knight’s and carriers by having plates explode outward with force when an attack of sufficient power hits,” the young man said. “These are expensive machines and having them be put out of commission entirely when caught by a Grandmaster-level attack is inefficient.”

“This is not the time to be innovating and attempting new tactics,” the sergeant berated. “And what will you do when a horde of weaker beasts mobs it and the enchantment triggers?”

“I’m still working on it, sir…”

“As I said, not the time to inno⁠—”

“Defense, achieved through offense. I concur,” Orodan said as he examined the enchantment closely with Vision of Purity. He wasn’t as good an enchanter as this young boy, but he could perhaps provide a fine eye where this boy hadn’t looked. “The incoming warhammer which is simply taken directly on the shield will break the shoulder… yet when the shield is angled and swung outwards to meet the strike… the attack is prevented. In line with this philosophy, one can also apply this to armor. In fact… the only thing wrong with your design is the purity.”

“Ser purifier? It’s an honor to be in your presence, ser… but the purity?” the boy asked.

“You’re an excellent enchanter, this is some fine work, yet the materials you’re working with are a bit sub-par, and consequently, the smaller patterns in the enchantment that you’re attempting don’t have mana flowing through them due to impurities in the material,” Orodan explained, and a broom came into his hands. “Let me give it a little clean.”

One sweep, and an embarrassed sergeant and happy engineer later, Orodan was on his way to the very front.

He walked past a steam mage who was arguing with his apprenticed water mage.

The mages functioned as five-man squads. With two fire and two water mages supporting a steam mage who the four were apprenticed to. Their nominal title of water or fire mage didn’t mean that was what they were limited to. It simply denoted their role in the squad and what they were best at. The hope was for every fire or water mage to eventually move up to being a steam mage themselves. Of course, this required knowledge of both fire and water.

Naturally, talent made a difference, and it wasn’t unheard of for a fire or water mage to be superior in steam magic than the squad’s leading steam mage who they were apprenticed to.

Which was where the argument stemmed from, as the apprenticed water mage believed himself to be the superior steam magician and wished to take the leading position in the squad. The steam mage was frustrated with his rebellious apprentice, even if he admitted the boy had a bright future and would likely surpass him.

Orodan simply reminded the boy that he was a member of the military and had orders to follow and a role to play. Perhaps hearing it from the famed ‘Eldritch purifier’ himself had the boy a bit intimidated, but it worked and he shut his mouth.

Finally, he walked a half mile to the very front, where Zaessythra was speaking to the scout who was furthest out.

“—we’ll take potshots at them from long ranges and they won’t even come out anymore, ma’am. Previously, you’d hit one and a swarm would follow, not since the purifier went in,” the scout wielding an oversized rifle said. “It’s mad to think I can actually see the rift from where we’re standing. Nobody I know has ever seen the rift… and here I am looking right at it.”

“Their sudden lack of aggression implies finer control by the plague world core than I would’ve thought,” Zaessythra said. “Good of you to join us, Orodan, I was surveying the rift but my detection skill isn’t able to make out much on the other side with all the interference the Eldritch is causing.”

“Still the same presence I encountered earlier,” Orodan said, referring to the world core he’d gotten a fifth of the way into purifying. “Oddly subdued, though. Perhaps awaiting the arrival of whoever they called?”

“The king seems to think it’s an Eldritch World Ruler. I don’t necessarily agree,” she said. “If you say that you encountered two peak-Transcendent Eldritch defending that world core, then what else would they call as assistance?”

“I’m not sure, but it can’t be any worse than whatever we’ve got waiting for us back home in our galaxy,” he replied.

He then looked closely at the spatial rift.

It was heavily defended. Ranks upon ranks of armored Eldritch warriors wielding shields and a few with throwing weaponry. This was what an end stage plague world was capable of producing. A heavily armed force which was organized and lethal. With one goal: the infection of all sapient life with the Eldritch ‘truth.’

Now, however, this vile force had pulled back upon experiencing the Celestial skill of Orodan Wainwright and his ability to cleanse the Eldritch. Still, as he peered closer, he could see the core of the plague world remained still, as though waiting for something.

The blue barrier surrounding the hot zone of the conflict suddenly shimmered, then began crackling.

“Spatiomantic fluctuations inbound!” a loud magically amplified voice called out.

Orodan felt it himself. Space trembled and the preamble to two other large spatial rifts began showing. One would open within the main war camp itself, and the other, right on the perimeter of the barrier maintained by the Collective’s spatiomancers.
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Orodan felt the dimensional layers fluctuate, and for the briefest of moments, he would swear he saw the quickest flicker of a figure, and a… book in their hands?

In any case, he had bigger concerns. Namely the fact that the Eldritch were attempting to outflank the military forces of the Collective, and that Lonvoron was under attack by three plague worlds at once.

He couldn’t directly contest the spatiomantic ability and raw power of three plague worlds when they were working together. Yes, Orodan was a monster of energy generation, but in the short-term, they would simply overpower him. Even if he would eventually win in the long term, the planet would be irrevocably damaged. In the previous clash he had against them, they’d ripped control of the spatial rift from him and any attempts to overpower their energy generation would’ve led to him producing soul energy high enough to kill himself.

Of course, it was a different matter when they were separately trying to establish their own rifts. When not working in concert, the power of the three plague worlds was dramatically weaker.

And Orodan felt he could at the very least prevent the outflanking of the Collective’s forces.

His eyes began blazing white, and soul energy practically exploded off of him as Orodan channeled Eternal Soul Reactor to its limits.

“I’ll get the troops to a safe distance,” Zaessythra said as she grabbed the nearby scout and began aiding in pulling the soldiers back.

With focus, he directed his power into three separate streams, focused on the existing spatial rift, and the two new ones which sought to make landing within the hot zone and invade Lonvoron.

His cells were beginning to face destruction, and Orodan was down to perhaps a handful by the time he neared completion.

And yet, with a titanic effort and the performance of a feat beyond a peak-Transcendent…
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…Orodan Wainwright combined the three separate spatial rifts into one, merging their location, where the original spatial rift leading to the first plague world was.

This way, his enemies would be forced to launch their assault from a singular point the allied army would be prepared for.

Orodan reformed, and the forces of the Blackworth Collective showed their worth as they moved to meet the horrid tides of three plague worlds spilling forth from a singular spatial rift.

The artillery caused explosive booms which made the earth tremble for hundreds of miles. Entire bunched masses of low-level Eldritch were vaporized on the spot, and these artillery units were strategic in their targeting. The light carriers moved up front and deployed hundreds of line infantry troops armed with repeating rifles who got into formation behind pre-prepared defensive positions. These troops of the line infantry were vicious with their fire, especially when directed by their sergeants and captains.

Entire ranks of Eldritch fell as they attempted to advance, and on a numerical basis, the line infantry seemed a close match for the sheer quantity of the Eldritch. This was the logistical advantage of a well-developed firearm. The ability to train even an unmotivated peasant into a rifleman was a huge advantage and helped provide mass numbers of troops for the line infantry.

One of the things which made a plague world invasion deadly was the massive number of weaker infected life forms that swarmed defenders. Having mass numbers of line infantry to even the numerical odds and provide firepower was an excellent counter.

The line infantry couldn’t handle all threats, though. And if a particularly vicious infected showed up that was beyond their capabilities and threatened to reach the line, then the steam knights stepped forward and occupied it. The lumbering golems weren’t skilled fighters, nor were they overly nimble. But they were durable, and their armor was thick. And when it wasn’t…

…he spotted a few take the assaults of Grandmaster-level Eldritch and have their impacted armor plate explode outwards with force. This got rid of the armor plate and left the steam knight more vulnerable moving forward, but it was a better outcome than having it taken out of the fight entirely. Those things were giant weapons platforms, and the longer they remained in the fight, the more damage they could deal.

Near the artillery and aiding the entire army, were the squads of steam mages. Each five-man squad worked in harmony to support the steam mage. The steam mages empowered the artillery, steam knights, and rifles of the line infantry to hit harder and perform better. Without these integral mages, the effectiveness of the Blackworth military and its offensive prowess would otherwise be lesser.

And finally, the Transcendent commanders oftentimes stepped up to meet any Eldritch Gods or Transcendents which broke from the masses and threatened the soldiers. These Transcendents of the Collective wielded firearms and an accompanying melee side arm with great skill and excellent synergy, although Orodan observed that aside from a rare few, most were rather averse to engaging in protracted bouts of melee combat against the Eldritch.

Which was smart, not only for the risk of infection, but because all these Transcendents needed to do was hold the line and tie the enemy down. Chiefly so that the snipers and sharpshooters in the back ranks could inflict some real damage. There were four Transcendent-level snipers in the back of the Blackworth lines, and these men and women were absolutely lethal against any Eldritch that didn’t have self-healing capabilities. Even the strongest of defenses and the sturdiest of shells were penetrated, and the Eldritch slain in a single shot each.

Of course, an army which had no dedicated front line combatants would struggle as the battle went on. Especially when the Eldritch sent practically endless numbers of weaker lifeforms and hordes through the spatial rifts. It was as though the population of an entire world was coming through in a maddened frenzy, all in a bid to reach Blackworth battle lines and break through. Or worse… cause an outbreak.

This was what the forces of the Blackworth Collective were under imminent threat of, with a three self-healing Transcendent infected about to make contact with a battle line.

Which was when Orodan decided to act.

“Squad twenty-seven, target that flying… Wait, what?”

“Its infection just vanished!”

“It’s the purifier! The purifier has cleansed it!”

Domain of Perfect Cleaning got to work as Orodan had a feral smile upon his face.

Stupid Eldritch.

Instead of learning from their first encounter against him, they’d doubled down and decided three plague worlds’ worth of hordes would be enough. Unfortunately for them, sending endless swarms of infected against Orodan Wainwright was a dumb idea.

He would never lose a battle of attrition.

Each and every living thing and inanimate object under control of the Eldritch was merely a target for Orodan to clean.

His Celestial skill shot out and cleansed tens of thousands in one swoop.

“Slay that vile Celestial skill bearer! He defies the truth!” the peak-Transcendent Eldritch commander roared as purple and gray spittle flew out of its mouth. It was the same one which had assailed him earlier when he’d tried purifying the plague world the first time around.

Within moments, it too was cleansed.

“It is the time looper,” one of the Eldritch-infected enemy Gods gutturally declared. “The voice of the earth has warned us of him.”

Attempts at swarming him proved useless. What did he care about hordes? Capture attempts by Eldritch-infected Gods and Transcendents proved less effective than they’d have liked given his high Eldritch Resistance. And attempts by the peak-Transcendent Eldritch leader to engage him were stifled by the forces of the Blackworth Collective that were supporting him and had now gained a massive morale boost.

“Protect the purifier!”

“For Lonvoron! For the Collective! For our people!”

Thousands more were cleansed, and the tide of the battle dramatically shifted, until the Eldritch decided to revise their tactics in the face of Orodan’s utter dominance against hordes.

They began spewing massive waves of Eldritch energy out of the spatial rift, using it like a makeshift cannon. The battle had now drawn rather close to the spatial rift as he’d gained ground for the allied forces. Orodan was thus forced to direct the majority of his attention toward these waves of corruptive energy, which would otherwise slaughter or infect large numbers of Blackworth soldiers.

Simultaneously, and in an even worse turn of events, one more peak-Transcendent Eldritch sprang forth from the spatial rift. This peak-Transcendent provided a screen for the other one, preventing the forces of the Collective from reinforcing Orodan.

Working together, this pair of two peak-Transcendent Eldritch attempted to converge on Orodan’s position. These were the mightiest warriors the three plague worlds possessed, and Orodan wasn’t overconfident enough to believe he stood a chance in straight battle when they were prepared and knew of his abilities; even with Eldritch Resistance. The grasping claw of the first, an Arch-Devil, looked to grab Orodan’s head when a flash of silver entered his vision and two scaly wings were in front of him.

“Zaessythra, you’ll die in an instant!”

“It’ll buy you time! Just resurrect and cleanse me afterwards!” she yelled.

She would die. He knew this. This was the attack of a peak-Transcendent, and even Orodan would’ve been severely damaged despite his Eldritch Resistance. He was tired of this annoying half-dragon leaping in the way of attacks meant to hit him. Zaessythra stood no chance.

Which was why Orodan decided to give her one.

The Absolute Soul Dominion portion of his Celestial skill wrapped around her, treating her as though she was his shield.

Her energy pool completely bottomed out in an attempt to resist the foreign feeling of Orodan controlling and empowering her like she was a weapon. And yet…

…it worked!

Furthermore, the most interesting trait of that part of his Celestial skill was that any weapons he empowered with his soul also had access to Orodan’s resistance skills.

With a booming impact, Zaessythra was practically flattened into the ground. Bloody, battered, and in far more pain than if she’d actually died. But she was alive.

And that bought him one more second. Which was just enough time to divert a bit of attention from countering the horrendous beams of Eldritch energy spewing from the portal, and putting it toward cleansing the peak-Transcendent Arch-Devil.

With a shriek, the purple and gray corruption running rampant throughout its form dissipated, and out of respect and in line with his newly embraced ideals, Orodan left the essence of demonkind which was integral to it, alone. Unless he had no other options, it was villainous to go about purifying people of traits integral to them when they’d done him no wrong. And even if they had wronged him… an honest death was preferable to stripping a demon of its being, or a True Vampire of vampirism.

To the side, another figure entered the fray.

The other peak-Transcendent Eldritch was folded in half as a comically oversized bullet impacted its torso and sent it flying away.

“Ser Wainwright, we can’t have you getting captured at such a critical juncture. Does your skill cleanse the area around me?” the regal voice asked and Orodan nodded. “Good. Contact with the Eldritch would go poorly for me. Yet, I embrace the risk and shall guard you myself. What do you need?”

“T-the king! His Majesty takes to the battlefield!”

“Soldiers! March forward and muster ’round the king!”

Morale skyrocketed and many more forces came to reinforce their position.

Orodan’s concentration was still on the Eldritch beams erupting from the portals, however.

“We face an invasion by three plague worlds at once,” Orodan explained. “I need you to keep the enemy off of me as I cleanse the beams of Eldritch energy and move towards the spatial rift they’re coming from.”

“Truly? This is a dire situation. That spatial rift… my space mages tell me you’re the one who forced the Eldritch to coalesce the rifts together and enter from a singular point. You have my thanks and gratitude for that,” the king said. “If we get you into the spatial rift, can you shut it off?”

“No.”

“No? What then? Perhaps we can secure the portal and seal it temporarily?” the king asked.

“No, because I intend to go through and purify the world cores of all three of these plague worlds,” Orodan declared.

Utter silence met his declaration.

“Surely you cannot be serious… You struggled and were pushed back in your attempt to purify but one,” King Alstatyn argued. “Is this a wise course of action?”

“I was pushed back due to being alone and having to split my attention between fighting the cores and fighting their Eldritch-infected underlings,” Orodan explained. “Cover me and keep the enemy off, and I can cleanse all three, ending the Eldritch threat not just in the Collodon System, but the neighboring two as well.”

The king looked to think, and then had a look of determination upon his face. And Orodan wasn’t blind to how a small connection of that inexplicable System energy between the man and some far away location constantly thrummed. It was the tell-tale sign of communication.

“Against my better judgement, and the advice of those smarter than me… I shall go through with this, Ser Wainwright! For Lonvoron, and for the Blackworth Collective!” the king declared and hefted his oversized hand cannon.

Slowly but surely, the forward march gained in speed as Orodan was allowed to focus while the military forces of the Collective supported him.

The Eldritch seemed almost desperate in how hard they expelled beams of power through the spatial rift, and the tunnel itself wanted to collapse. Only, it did not, as the combined space mage corps of the army worked on reinforcing it, and most importantly…

…King Alstatyn used his crown to direct the world core of Lonvoron itself to support the spatial tunnel.

Unlike last time, Orodan wouldn’t have to worry about having control of the spatial rift torn away. Others were handling it.

He set one foot into the spatial tunnel and then another. All while his broom was in hand instead of the sword and shield.

Each sweep cleansed miles of Eldritch and he drew closer and closer to his targets.

At the very end, the spatial tunnel he traversed split into three ends. Each leading to the core of a different plague world.

Standing at the triple juncture…

…Orodan Wainwright poured his all into the Domain of Perfect Cleaning.

One warrior and his eternal soul fueling a Celestial skill, against the raw power of three large world cores infected completely by the Eldritch.

Hours passed, and Orodan ignored the constant attempts by the world cores to negotiate peace or surrender. He would cleanse them no matter what.

He was reduced to just a small handful of cells for hours on end, and this led to an overdue gain.

[Eternal Soul Reactor 97 → Eternal Soul Reactor 98]

This further accelerated the rate of his cleansing. They were strong, monstrously powerful; these were three entire world cores. Yet, when fueling mainly his Celestial skill, when focusing on cleaning, Orodan Wainwright could channel amounts of soul energy which would be visible across a galactic divide.

Finally, results came two hours later.

“No… please… spare us… to erase the truth from our minds is cruel beyond measure,” the infected world core said.

“And to force it upon innocent beings whose lives are upended is equally monstrous,” Orodan said. “Long have I reflected on the ethics of cleansing someone of a trait integral to them. I’ve ruminated on how such an act might stain my warrior’s honor. Yet, for the Eldritch, I shall make the exception every time. Your kind will receive nothing but the burning light of cleaning by my hand until there is naught left in the universe.”

The shrieks and howls of the Eldritch-infected world cores were loud, yet Orodan cared not. Their infectious invasion was due for an end.

The first infected world core went silent as the final bits of Eldritch were purged from its mind.

“To think clearly again… our memory is faded but clear…”

The second followed.

“Eons of suffering and manic obsession, at last ended.”

And then the third.

“At last… liberation…”

To best three entire world cores in a contest of energy generation. It was a feat worthy of legend.

[Domain of Perfect Cleaning 96 → Domain of Perfect Cleaning 97]

One step closer to Grandmastery. One step closer to understanding the true meaning of cleaning.

The world cores were cleansed. As the battle of cleaning went on, each core drew more and more upon the residual Eldritch energies of its world. Horribly infected landscapes, animals, beings, champions, and even Gods and Transcendents. They all found themselves having the Eldritch drawn out of them in a bid to reinforce the cores which were struggling against Orodan.

Consequently, in purifying the cores of these worlds…

…Orodan had purified the plague worlds themselves.

With his work done, Orodan stepped back through the spatial tunnel and out to the Lonvoron side of the spatial rift.

The forces he’d left behind pointed guns at him for the briefest of moments, only to quickly lower them as roars and yells broke out.

“He’s done it!”

“Impossible… he really cleansed three entire plague worlds?”

King Alstatyn Von Flemethy himself stepped forward, a look of awe upon the man’s face.

“Ser Orodan Wainwright… the reports flooding in from all across our system and the neighboring two do not lie. You… truly have cleansed the three plague worlds of their Eldritch taint, haven’t you?” the man asked.

Orodan nodded, and the assembled army of the Collective broke out in raucous cheer.

“It was a good battle, even if it wasn’t the physical clash of shield against sword that I’d prefer,” Orodan said. “Now then, perhaps I might speak with this time looper? I believe I’ve earned some answers.”

“Orodan,” it was Zaessythra. Healed and in good condition from her earlier battering. Something which brought a relieved smile to his face. “After you went into the rift, we found this… it’s a book. It was found on the corpse of one of the peak-Transcendent enemy commanders.”

“It seems to be a dangerous artifact. To that end, I’ve elected to store it in the vaults beneath Storven, in our capital,” King Alstatyn said.

Orodan didn’t necessarily have a problem with that… Except, the book definitely roused his suspicions.

Particularly because it was positively roiling with System energy.
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“It’s a different sort of energy,” Orodan explained. “I’ve seen vitality, mana, soul, Qi, Eldritch, and world energy. But this one is entirely unique and marks the latest in the handful of times I’ve encountered it.”

“A most vexing puzzle we face then. Just who does it belong to?” the king asked. “I too have… never mind…”

Orodan didn’t miss how the small thread of System energy connected to the king began angrily pulsing the moment the man opened his mouth.

“We found it on the body of the other peak-Transcendent commander of the Eldritch… but no clue otherwise,” Zaessythra said.

“Well…” Orodan trailed off. He really hadn’t had a chance to reflect much on the battle and his skill gains. He’d directly gone from the battlefield to the capital of Lonvoron, Storven, a pretty town, yet one around which the flows of time were strange. And now, a memory came unbidden to his mind. “It was strange, but my Dimensionalism skill levelled up twice.”

“Explain,” Zaessythra said.

“It only increases in level when I detect someone crossing the dimensional barrier or interacting with dimensional boundaries,” Orodan said. “This time, I saw a figure. The glimpse I got was far too brief to recall any details, but I did notice they held a book.”

“That, and the cores of the plague worlds mentioned informing someone of your presence,” the king said. “It cannot be the World Sovereigns, those were the peak-Transcendents we slew, and the other one was slain in a separate skirmish with our forces. In any case, just below Embodiers, who we thankfully shall never have to encounter within the bounds of a galaxy, the core of a plague world is the supreme authority within Eldritch hierarchy. The peak-Transcendents should’ve been subservient to the infected world cores. Why would they claim that somebody else needed to be informed?”

“It makes little sense to me,” Orodan said. “In any case, you’re unwilling to give me any answers on this other time looper, which I’ll respect. And they seem rather paranoid and unwilling to meet me whatsoever, which I’ll also respect. However, we’ve secured not only aid from your forces, but the assistance of the Conclave branch in this galaxy. So I’m fine with leaving the matter where it is.”

Orodan had never been one to snoop or forcibly pry unnecessary things from the mouths of others. If this other time looper wanted to maintain their secrecy so badly, he would let them. Not only had they somehow created an excellent military force capable of fighting off the Eldritch in the Blackworth Collective, they’d also given the go-ahead for King Alstatyn to send aid back with them to Orodan’s own galaxy.

He wouldn’t spit in their face by attempting to trample about and get answers like the wrecking ball he typically was.

Besides, coming back in the next loop was always an option. Although, if they were a time looper, then they’d likely remember everything and who he was.

Good incentive to perfect his natural talent and aptitude for the Disguise skill.

“Does this matter not call to you though?” the king asked. “Just look at this book, it could give us so many answers.”

“Will it? Last time I opened a strange book inside of a vault it rewarded me with excruciating pain,” Orodan remarked while looking at Zaessythra.

“I don’t remember this incident at all, but knowing you, you probably thought it was good training or something,” she replied.

“That it was!” Orodan said with a smile and then turned back to the king. “I would advise against tampering with it carelessly. The infected world cores I saw used System energy directly and faced complete corruption. I’m not sure if that energy can be harnessed safely.”

“Ser Wainwright, does the book not speak to you? The desire to get an answer almost irresistible?” King Alstatyn asked. “Somebody I know holds a similar artifact, and I’ve never managed to get an answer out of them about what it does… or about anything they do, really. Why shouldn’t I open it? When all they do is give me falsehoods, lies, and tricks. Should I not seek an answer?”

Orodan’s eyes narrowed and he looked very closely at the book.

There.

It was almost imperceptible, but the most minute thread of System energy had latched onto the mind and soul of the king, and the thread was ever-widening as the man spoke.

“You really shouldn’t do that, Alstatyn, I can already sense the book influencing you,” Orodan said. “You know not what it is, just leave it. How about we take a walk and speak about the troops you have assembled at the grand array?”

“No… no! If she won’t give me any answers despite all we’ve been through… then I’ll find them myself!” King Alstatyn said.

The man was far too close to the book, yet Orodan had already moved next to him even as the king threw the cover open.

It was a trap.

[Eldritch Resistance 65 → Eldritch Resistance 68]

The opening of the book caused an outpour of Eldritch energies severe enough that even Orodan began hearing whispers and the familiar maddening thoughts of the Eldritch. He steeled his mind and threw them off, and then immediately got to work in purifying the vault they were in.

Zaessythra was choking on the ground, yet her eyes weren’t whitened yet. She had a strong mind. A casual sweep of his broom cleansed her easily enough.

The king was a different matter. The man’s eyes were entirely white as the Eldritch broke out all over his body in sickening purple and gray growths.

“The truth… yes. I’d seen it before, known of it… but to embrace it once more…”

Orodan lashed out with his broom and eradicated all traces of the Eldritch. The king’s eyes returned to their normal color, and the man stumbled backward with a gasp.

Although, an accompanying visitor came with.

[Dimensionalism 25 → Dimensionalism 26]

He really needed to start training Dimensionalism normally instead of through unannounced visitors.

Strange robes of shifting colors. Thousands of spells active at once, and Orodan wasn’t even sure of what he was looking at. Sometimes it was a four-armed ogre, other times a slithering snake, and others, a golem. It was only with Vision of Purity and the steeling of his own mind against the insidious threads of soul energy attempting to enter it that he managed to mostly look past the illusion.

Zaessythra was frozen in time, only Orodan could see this.

They were human, or rather… humanoid. He was mostly certain of that. Maybe.

And they had absolutely no other distinguishing features whatsoever, as their entire form was shrouded in a cloak.

The passive spells present on this person were utterly pure, and Orodan could only detect them visually and through Soul Mastery, as they were powered by soul energy. There was no real method of distinguishing anything otherwise.

This shimmering humanoid figure walked right up to King Alstatyn…

…and grabbed the man by the collar.

“Your throne, your kingdom, your people safeguarded against the Eldritch. All provided by me, and yet the one loop I really need you to keep your mouth shut and act in line with instructions, you fail,” the being said, their voice distorted and mangled in a manner which made them sound monstrous, male and female at the same time.

“I helped give you victory against the Eldritch!” the king roared. “You never tell me anything, your behavior chang⁠—”

A casual flourish of magic silenced the man and sent him into a portal.

“Enough. I detest taking away anyone’s autonomy, yet your loose lips in such an impassioned state may cause the slipping of details I do not need divulged,” they said. “The victory against the Eldritch… was given to me by Orodan Wainwright. Or rather, my fellow time looper. Greetings, Orodan Wainwright. Hearing of your exploits is one thing, seeing you in action is another. I’m afraid our meeting must be cut short, as we have an uninvited visitor who has snuck their way in. Reveal yourself. Your attempts at hiding between dimensional layers have proven inadequate against the mantle I bear.”

[Dimensionalism 26 → Dimensionalism 28]

The ripples came from behind Orodan, and he turned to see an old man. White beard, a religious scepter, and priestly robes. The book laying upon the plinth trembled and promptly flew into his hands upon his arrival.

He could sense absolutely nothing through Vision of Purity, just like when he’d met the Mage.

“We meet once more, my mysterious thief,” the old man said. “Will you hand over the mantle you’ve stolen?”

“Prophet. Your presence within the territories of the Blackworth Collective is unwelcome,” the other looper said. “You shall receive no mantle for it is rightfully claimed by mine own hand.”

Prophet? As in… the Prophet? One of the five Administrators?

“Rightfully stolen, like a crow plucking a trinket it will never appreciate the value or function of,” the old man said. “You say my presence is unwelcome, and yet you appear as a mere clone, afraid to risk your own neck. Perhaps you should take inspiration from this one. The whispers I hear of his feats are rather impressive. Little wonder you were replaced.”

“You speak falsehoods meant to trigger my ire. They shall avail you not,” the other looper declared. “Lest you forget, treaty binds you to avoid combat within the limits of a galaxy. You shall receive no mantle from me and no welcome to this galaxy. Begone.”

“On the contrary, my dear coward, I speak only the truth. You’ve done a great deal to obscure the history of your little Blackworth Collective, and even more still to obscure your own identity. Smart of you, lest I find your location and true self,” the Administrator said. “All that information gathering, all your plans, schemes, and allies, and yet you refuse to accept the possibility that the next has been anointed and stands here. Seventeen years ago, you know what occurred… the rumbling within the System, the pulse from the node at the center of your galaxy. The glyphs which were stripped from your very soul.”

“Lies! Your ceaseless prattle has gone on long enough,” the other looper said.

“Hold on… you’re the other time looper?” Orodan asked.

“Now is not the time for such questioning. The Prophet is a deadly foe, although we’re kept safe by treaty between him and the others.”

“But… your letters. You told me to potentially seek refuge with the others, was that⁠—”

“True, for your own situation, at least. The Prophet considers me his bounty, and I must treat him differently.”

The Prophet hit his staff upon the ground of the vault, causing spatial fluctuations and regaining everyone’s attention.

“I see you do not believe me, coward… tell me then,” the Prophet said as something sailed out of Orodan’s spatial ring and into the Administrator’s hand. “This captured glyph, is this similar to the ones you lost seventeen years ago?”

“What of it? Many organizations across our universe have captured those.”

“And yet, this time looper here has the exact glyphs upon his soul… and you do not,” the Prophet said.

Could it really be true?

Little wonder then, what the Mage had said when Orodan asked if there were other time loopers.

“Yes, there were, no there are not.”

Was there only ever one time looper at a time? This other looper then… was no longer in the time loops.

“Enough. You have made your point, leave,” the other looper said, anger and frustration showing through their voice.

“On the contrary, I think for once… I shall stay. I’ve always known that Lonvoron was important to you. Long have I suspected the System’s Control Spike which selects the loopers is located upon this world. Yet through aiding in Orodan Wainwright’s journey to this world, I’ve gotten a better opportunity to understand why you value it so much,” the Prophet said, outing himself as the one who’d aided in directing Orodan and Zaessythra to Lonvoron. “That little king of yours, quite interesting to learn that he’s the only one upon this planet without the obscuring controls you’ve placed upon the minds of all others. What happens if I pluck him from where you’ve kept him?”

“You would be violating the treaty and would court open battle against the Mage and the Warrior!” the other looper roared as space trembled and King Alstatyn suddenly appeared in the hand of the Prophet, held aloft in the air by his collar. In a deep sleep. “Unhand him or face my wrath!”

“That would certainly be a first. I don’t go back in the loops, but I doubt a little coward like you has ever tried fighting me before. Perhaps all you needed was some motivation,” the Prophet said. “And the treaty? How quaint. You see… the treaties among us are broken fairly often over the eons. And when I spot not just the chance to reclaim the Reject’s formerly owned Administrator Mantle but also the opportunity to permanently eliminate the single greatest threatening time looper I’ve ever seen. Why would I not take it?”

Orodan suddenly felt very seen.

“Me?” Orodan asked. “What have I done to you?”

“To me? Nothing. To my plans? Potentially, everything,” the Prophet said. “Do you think I haven’t noticed your anomalous ability to generate power at impossible rates? Even our provider itself cannot do what you can with the meagre prowess that you have. And that sickening Celestial skill of yours… I’ll be all too happy to engage in a few centuries of war against that brute and the Custodian if it means ensuring a time looper as threatening as you isn’t allowed to come into power. Come, I shall give you an easier end than the Reject would on a bad day.”

Orodan raised his weapons and charged forward, uncaring of the danger. And was promptly slapped into the ground and bound with gold chains all within an instant.

He struggled and strained with all his might, yet the chains were simply too strong. To that end, he began churning Eternal Soul Reactor as hard as he could. As he did so, the real battle between the Prophet and the other time looper began.

A second figure, completely identical to the other time looper, entered the vault.

And the very first move they made was to channel an apocalyptic amount of power into a very familiar and eerie pink Shard.

“Hmmph… finally revealing your true body, are you? This little king must mean a lot to you,” the Prophet said. “And using the Shards won’t help when the power behind your attack is so pitiful.”

“Pitiful? Allow me to serve you a combination even I dared not try before,” the other time looper said. “Using an Administrator’s Mantle against an Administrator, a new experiment for the records.”

The other time looper’s real body then channeled power, not through their soul, not through mana, but through the strange robe they wore. The usage of the robe briefly removed most of the illusions upon their form as the System energy roiled, and Orodan got a brief glimpse of pale, almost sickly skin, but nothing else.

The Prophet looked far more serious as he blocked the following beam, having to put genuine effort into it. A prayer was uttered, and a golden book opened before him, absorbing the beam, though barely. And it was a moment of genuine effort for the Administrator, something which left him vulnerable.

At the same time, Orodan managed to burn his way out of the golden chains through flooding them with raw soul energy. The Reject had similarly tried to bind him, but Orodan had grown stronger since then, and attempts at capturing him wouldn’t be as smooth or easy.

The Administrator was still concentrating in blocking the beam fired by the other looper. It was a lethal attack channeled through the Shard which could destroy many star systems. The Prophet didn’t appear too strained, but the consequence of having to dedicate effort into blocking the beam, was that the shroud of System energy enveloping him had dissipated.

Allowing Vision of Purity to see what lay underneath.

“Eldritch…” Orodan muttered. “You’re the one responsible for the Eldritch invasions of this world.”

“More than just that… all the infectious Eldritch come from me. Agents of the truth, with a mission to spread it so that we might live in harmony with that which empowers us,” the Prophet said, a gentle smile on his face. “Eldritch… why refer to it by such a name? Can you not realize that it is merely the true and direct form of the lifeblood which empowers us all?”

“I care not what it’s called. It’s purple, gray, and disgusting, and I… will clean it all!”

With a roar, Orodan reduced himself to a single cell with the amount of soul energy he produced. His all was thrown into the Domain of Perfect Cleaning. Not through the aura, but into his very broom. Into the very sweeping motion.

The Prophet hadn’t accounted for Orodan potentially killing himself to avoid a permanent end, and consequently panicked and threw an overpowered healing prayer at him. Something which allowed him to generate even more soul energy without getting killed.

Using the Prophet’s desire to keep him alive, Orodan continued building up fatal levels of soul energy. His body was destroyed and reformed continually.

[Eternal Soul Reactor 98 → Eternal Soul Reactor 99]

And with that final boost in power, he threw it all towards his broom, which raced directly for the Prophet’s heart.

[Domain of Perfect Cleaning 97 → Domain of Perfect Cleaning 98]

A terrible shriek left the Administrator’s lips. The yell itself nearly killed Orodan, reducing him again to a single cell.

He hadn’t succeeded, not fully anyhow. The Prophet was simply too monstrous, unbelievably powerful. The Eldritch tide within him was akin to the might of an entire galaxy. In no way could the current Orodan cleanse this being.

Yet, with all his power…

…Orodan managed to clean 1% of the Eldritch from within the Prophet.

And when something was purely and unequivocally Eldritch, and it was then brought down to 99% purity? The sheer internal pain and conflict as the Eldritch attempted to convert and consume the other part, was unimaginable. Particularly for a being at the Prophet’s level of power.

“We must go… now!” the other looper said as they opened a spatial rift while the Prophet collapsed to his knees.

Orodan wanted to stay and finish the job, exploit the Administrator’s vulnerability, yet the other looper left him no choice as they practically threw King Alstatyn, Zaessythra, and himself into the portal and then jumped in themselves.

Orodan was suddenly at the Conclave’s branch in the Vystaxium Galaxy, a grand array open and ready to send people through the void between galaxies and back to his own.

“Through the grand array! Go!” they ordered.

Orodan threw Zaessythra in headfirst, then chucked King Alstatyn inside as well. The other looper rushed in, too, but before Orodan could enter, he heard a horrifying shriek.

He turned around, and the most unsettling sight of the Prophet rushing at him on all fours like a feral and freakish beast entered his vision.

He readied his sword and shield. Orodan’s smile widened at the prospect of an excellent melee bout and a good death against a horrifying foe, yet it was not to be.

Fifteen feet of steel and muscle interposed itself between him and his approaching death. System energy practically exploded from this tall, dark warrior’s greatsword.

“Your spirit is strong, yet glorious death in battle shall be denied today. Live, and fight another day, time looper.”

A powerful hand gripped him by the head and threw him headfirst into the grand array’s active beam.

The travel was tumultuous, yet not as bad as the first trip to the Vystaxium Galaxy. Then he arrived and stepped upon white marbled tiles. His surroundings were calm, the teleporter was still functioning.

Outside, the assembled forces of the Blackworth Collective, mustered and prepared to return fire against the dwarven void ships which ominously hung overhead. Cultivators were coming out from the buildings and took in the sight of the Blackworth forces Orodan had brought back. Holy warriors of the Conclave were alongside them as well.

He saw Zaessythra in the distance alongside Zhou Shan, rallying the soldiers.

“Zaessythra, where’s the other looper?” Orodan asked.

“What other looper, Orodan? Nobody came out of the array after King Alstatyn,” she answered.

“Look… above…”

“Good Gods… our home…”

In the skies above, beyond the void ships of the dwarves, beyond the sun and stars. In the extreme distance, noticeable only by those with enhanced eyesight.

Was the Vystaxium Galaxy.

And it lay shattered.

Orodan could only wonder how he was meant to fight an Administrator if this was their level of power.


Chapter 19
The Return


“Cultivators! Rally and prepare for the counter-offensive! Our reinforcements have arrived!” Zhou Shan commanded and then turned to Orodan. “My friend, you have my gratitude for returning with aid so swiftly. And these new troops… allies of yours?”

“Aye. King Alstatyn and the soldiers of the Blackworth Collective stand ready to fight alongside us, although who knows how much we’ll have to aid them given the destruction of their home galaxy,” Orodan said.

“An entire galaxy…”

“What calamity could do such a thing?”

“By the heavens, we are outmatched…”

“Cease the chatter!” Zhou Shan roared. “Orodan, we shall speak on what apocalyptic forces you encountered in the Vystaxium Galaxy afterwards. And to our new allies, my sincerest condolences for the loss of your home. Re-homing, aid, and salvage efforts, we pledge to aid with all of those. But, for now, time is critical, and we must repel these dwarven invaders lest we all perish and other allies of ours fall while isolated.”

King Alstatyn stepped forward, bearing his oversized hand cannon.

“My heart is heavy for the loss of our home and people… but I agree that we must confront the enemy before us first.” The king turned to his soldiers behind him. “Men and women of the Blackworth! Grieving for our loved ones and homes can only occur once the enemies of our hosts are dealt with. Prepare arms and make ready for combat!”

“You mentioned other allies of ours, Zhou Shan, what’s the situation? I was gone for no more than a day, surely things could not have changed so much,” Orodan said.

“On the contrary, things are rather hectic. We face constant harassment at range from the forces of the dwarves whose voidships exceed our speed and space cultivators’ attempts to intercept them. Any attempts to sally out into the void are responded to with a swift retreat. The dwarves fear the deadliness of our Dao in close quarters,” Zhou Shan said.

“And what of the ranged cultivators? Surely someone versed in the Dao of Archery could return fire?” Zaessythra asked.

“Our estimates on dwarven ranged capabilities were a bit off. Begrudgingly, we have had to accept that the dwarves’ artillery and ship-bound weaponry are superior to our own ranged capabilities. We lost a decent number of Daoists who excelled at range during our first sally. Dwarven armor is far superior to any of our own. Any trading of fire at range ends with us taking disproportionately more casualties than they. And the bearded ones’ artillery is exceedingly lethal. A focused salvo might kill even me,” Zhou Shan explained. “They have a decent number of Gods and Transcendent-level rune-lords aboard their voidships. These experts of theirs empower those guns to dangerous levels of firepower. We simply haven’t been able to sally out; to all intents and purposes, we’re under siege.”

“What of W78 and the forces of the Unity? I recall that prime combat unit, A1, being rather strong. Its guns would be of some assistance.”

“And that is where the second half of our problems lie,” Zhou Shan replied. “This siege we’re under is meant to tie us down while Varkir and the main forces of the Hegemony move to assault the Unity’s core world. The Conclave is also under assault, but they’ve told us they can manage. Our allies, isolated and destroyed before we can even reinforce them… a clever yet devastatingly effective maneuver.”

“Surely the strength of the Dao is not so insignificant? Are you truly pinned down with no recourse?” Zaessythra asked.

“We have reinforcements coming from nearby worlds, among whom are some powerful Daoists well-suited to ranged combat and sieges,” Zhou Shan said. “Alongside them, even the full force of the dwarves would find an even battle. However, it will be too late for our allies in the Unity by then.”

Too late for…

“Where is W78?” Orodan asked.

“Safe on X2, the Unity’s core world. I’m told your construct friend is integral at commanding the planet’s defense,” Zhou Shan answered.

“Good, good. We shall break this stalemate ourselves then,” Orodan declared. “Let’s charge them.”

A slap to the back of his head was somewhat earned for that one.

“Idiot. Did you miss the entire debrief about how the dwarves have ranged superiority?” Zaessythra asked.

“And? If they fire a salvo at me, I’ll simply take it all upon my shield!”

“And you’ll be brought back dead upon it. Their full artillery salvos can destroy entire stars.”

“There would not be much left to bring back,” Zhou Shan remarked.

“That does sound like good training though…” Orodan trailed off.

The palm of Zaessythra’s hand met her face.

“No, just… no. We can’t simply allow a blind charge with you at the helm. This is a time sensitive matter, and we have far more pressing battles for you to be…”

She left it unsaid, but Orodan could infer that she meant checkpoint uses. She wasn’t wrong, and it was true that there were many more battles of an intense nature yet to come. The upcoming battle upon the Unity’s core world was one, and the journey to the Hells could potentially be another. Not to mention the imminent battle against the Reject who was fast approaching their galaxy for Orodan’s head.

“Alright, Zaessythra, you win. Much as my blood demands honest battle against insurmountable odds… I’m not entirely unreasonable,” Orodan relented. It would be a bit selfish to die too many times in an unreasonable manner when people were counting on him. “How do you suggest we do it?”

“Through tactics. The soldiers of the Blackworth Collective have guns and artillery of their own, this will even the battleground immensely,” she explained, her arms folding behind her back as she walked around, inspecting the troops with a commanding presence. “We have a diverse set of forces here; it would be utter folly not to use them. Has your time in the militia taught you nothing of battlefield tactics and force arrangements?”

Orodan could only scratch his head.

“Aside from the academic readings… not really? I’m better off understanding tactics on the ground where I can see the flow of battle,” Orodan admitted. “You seem well-versed in commanding armies though…”

He was a bumpkin from the poorest town of the Republic. A mere county militia man. No amount of training during basic taught him the art of commanding entire units and arranging armies. Even upon getting somewhat of an education at Bluefire, he’d only read about military history and the tactics and maneuvers used through famous battles and engagements.

Accounts of past battles, even those studied by historians and military students, were oft replete with embellishments, excessive detail in parts which didn’t require it, and a lack of detail in the parts which did. Reading a book was no substitute for commanding actual armies and managing their logistics. If he managed the impossible task of containing his battle lust, in his opinion, Orodan would be a passable small unit leader on the ground. Perhaps tolerable at commanding a few soldiers in a skirmish or managing a small section of a battle line.

What he was not, was a commander.

That would be Zaessythra.

“Commanding armies in a planetary liberation war has a way of hammering Command Mastery into one’s head,” she said. Not the term, but the skill itself… there was more to his half-dragon companion than meets the eye. “Not only should we utilize all the forces we have arrayed here to maximal effect. But most importantly, the lynchpin of a truly powerful force is right before us…”

“What is it?”

“You.”

Orodan looked confused at first, then began to understand. Especially once Zaessythra began telepathically sharing the details with him on exactly what he was expected to do.

Swiftly, she got to work.

The parchment she held looked comically small compared to her ten-foot frame and large hands, however, the swift speed she was writing at was no joke as she surveyed the forces arranged before her.

“King Alstatyn, High Sovereign Zhou Shan… with your leave, might I suggest tactical plans for our forces? Victory is but a matter of execution, for we have the right pieces already,” Zaessythra asked.

“I see no problem with it if you can deliver results,” the High Sovereign said.

“My officers might be a little lukewarm in their reception,” King Alstatyn said. “How about you prove them wrong by presenting what you think is the most effective manner of engagement?”

“Very well. Then let us begin,” Zaessythra said as she presented her parchment upon a hastily deployed war table. “We have cultivators, excellent at offensive melee combat. Knights and paladins of the Conclave, who specialize in holding the line and healing themselves and fellow soldiers. And most importantly… the steam-powered arms and war machines of the Blackworth Collective, who will now fill in the gaps. To this end, I have plans for a headlong assault followed by a display of weakness which will draw our enemies in…”

The cultivators of Xian had witnessed Orodan and Zaessythra in battle. They’d earned much respect and even reverence among the cultivators of the Ascendent Sword Cluster. Naturally, this meant the disgruntled man who didn’t approve of the plan was an officer of the Blackworth Collective.

“And how, pray tell, madam, shall we send good troops to their deaths with nary a mark on our conscience?” the middle-aged officer with a thick mustache criticized. “Not to mention, the enemy harassing this world are an expeditionary force of skirmishers, their entire strategy involves hit-and-run tactics. How do you expect them to commit?”

“Why, by presenting bait they simply can’t afford to pass up,” Zaessythra said, and then pointed. “The time looper himself.”

The doubts of many were eased as Zaessythra spoke. And Orodan couldn’t help but be more than a bit impressed himself.

And so, the discussions on tactics and stratagems went, until the time for battle came.
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“Dwarves! I come to challenge you! Do you dare give me a taste of your famed dwarven artillery?”

Orodan floated in the void between worlds as his sword was drawn and pointed towards the distant void ships which had moved to create some space upon noticing his approach.

“Time looper. Have you come to surrender? Offer yourself up peacefully and this world shall be spared the continuing wrath of our broadsides,” a booming voice called out. He could tell the difference between magical amplification and the natural boom of a divine cadence. A God was speaking from aboard the dwarven voidship. “Refuse… and we shall destroy all you hold dear while refusing to allow you death.”

“Surrender? You must not know me very well, stand and fight me here and now!” Orodan demanded. “I’m told a full salvo from your fleet can destroy a star. How about you try it against me?”

“An audacious challenge. The rumors of your bold nature were no lie,” the God replied. “However, the Forge-King’s clientele have warned us against engaging you. Your barking falls upon deaf ears.”

“Very well. If you lot wish to run and hide like cowards… then I shall bring myself to you!”

Orodan much preferred fighting to talking anyways.

Fourteen clones of himself temporarily came into being through Action Increases, and Orodan used their bodies to leap toward the dwarven voidships in a mighty Flash Strike.

[Flash Strike 75 → Flash Strike 76]

It was a good skill for closing the distance. It involved a mighty burst of raw prowess which shunted him closer to the foe, except it wasn’t teleportation. The travel wasn’t instantaneous.

A powerful broadside met him a third of the way to his destination. And said salvo was one meant to restrain and subdue, not destroy.

Gases and liquids which could paralyze and put a Transcendent beast to sleep erupted as the shells smashed into his shield. Some of the shots also caused a powerful restraining foam to spill forth and envelop him. And a final few were magical and encased him in multiple overlaying spheres of force.

Smart of them. Why kill a time looper when restraint and delay were better options?

Unfortunately for them, Orodan had no issues with expending energy to break free. Their unwillingness to hit him with lethal weaponry would be their undoing.

The poisonous substance meant to paralyze and put him into a slumber was some strong stuff. Anyone else caught without a method of countering it would’ve fallen into a deep sleep and stasis which might last months. Orodan, though, was naturally built to resist such things.

The soul energy he constantly expelled around his body did a great deal to burn the substance away and weaken its effectiveness. Absolute Body Composition also showed its worth by not allowing the remaining bits of the poison to effectively take hold. What could this substance infiltrate when each cell of his body was a thing in and of itself and he had no veins or organs? And finally, Harmony of Vitality was constantly destroying and re-creating his cells. Any part of him affected by the poison was swiftly discarded and reborn anew. Even without a resistance skill against such a thing, Orodan’s unique combination of abilities made poisoning him an exercise in futility.

The restraining foam was weakened by the soul energy he emanated, and Orodan’s brute force and thrashing did the rest. And as for the spheres of force, while Orodan could batter his way out with time…

…he instead took the prudent approach and cast an overpowered Spatial Fold.

[Spatial Fold 76 → Spatial Fold 77]

The raw power of it shattered all the spherical layers of force surrounding him and continued onwards to the voidship nearest him. There, it encountered a respectable bit of resistance, but this too was promptly flattened.

On one hand, Orodan could choose to practically crush the entire voidship into mulch. Or perhaps utilize Spatial Fold in the manner he had upon Xuejin to cause devastation which could destroy a small world. The only problem was that might scare the remaining voidships of the dwarven fleet into fleeing, and Zaessythra’s plan called for the destruction of as many of them as possible.

Instead, he used the Spatial Fold for its more classical purpose of travel, and simply stepped through to enter the enemy voidship. As he did so, he felt the opening of a small spatial rift next to him, and using his spatiomancy, held it stabilized for the coming battle.

“—atial barriers down. Enemy on board!”

“He’s here! Subdue the man!”

“Where’s the Shard!”

Orodan stepped onto the other side of Spatial Fold and into a scene of hostility, all directed at him.

A veritable horde of vertically challenged and armored foes swooped down upon him. Surprisingly enough, they were all bare-handed.

An entire unit of armored dwarven wrestlers.

“Go for the legs!”

“Put him in a body lock!”

Orodan was amused and more than a little excited. Finally! A chance to engage in an honest brawl!

He sprawled out and defended against the takedown attempt of the early Transcendent wrestler who was the greatest threat, and put the dwarf’s vulnerable neck in a choke with one arm. His opponent was good and attempted to move sideways to complete the takedown and escape the choke. Orodan dragged the dwarf’s head farther down in retaliation, and met it in-between with a knee which impacted with a satisfying crunch.

The other wrestlers were Grandmasters and mostly Masters. A headbutt sent one of them flying, and knees, elbows, and shoulder checks bullied the other wrestlers as Orodan’s Physical Fitness in tandem with Body Tempering and Absolute Body Composition made him the physical superior of all the arrayed grapplers, even if some had higher levels in Physical Fitness.

Additionally, minor as it was, being a large human approaching seven feet of height gave Orodan slightly more punch out of each level of Physical Fitness than a dwarf of the equivalent level.

Another wave of dwarves attempting single and double-leg takedowns surged forward. Most were bowled over as Orodan’s hands shoved them into the air, sending them flying into the walls with a crash. A few got through, only to have their heads driven into the ground as he sprawled and pushed his weight onto them, denying their efforts to bring him low. And the final one succeeded in catching his legs and gave a good showing of moving sideways and trying to drag Orodan to the floor. However, the dwarf left too much space, allowing Orodan to do a light hop into the air and use his free leg to deliver a kick, which sent the dwarf flying.

“Not bad, but just as stags lock antlers, so too must one commit fully and leave no distance when attempting to bring the foe low in a grapple,” Orodan said.

The Transcendent-level wrestler who he’d sent to the ground with a knee had risen once more, blood flowing down the face from a bloody nose. Orodan opened his arms and accepted the rematch as the dwarf rushed in and wrapped both arms around him…

…only for Orodan to reverse the move by slithering his own arms underneath and attempting to throw the dwarf overhead. Except, the dwarf was heavy, incredibly heavy.

“What’s the matter, human? Did you think me a one-trick goat? Do you think my Transcendent-level Wrestling skill was without merit!” the wrestling dwarf asked. “Now you shall experience what true grappling is! My Transcendent insight is the ability to weigh myself beyond measure! Now accept defeat!”

“This is…”

Orodan strained and his arms began bleeding, the skin tearing as he exerted force enough to destroy entire mountain ranges. The voidship trembled dangerously, but it was reinforced and tolerated the stress for the moment.

“Unbearable? The weight of my body cannot be surpassed! Not when I’m also empowered!”

The dwarven wrestler wasn’t wrong. It was also a situation where having Divine Resistance didn’t even help Orodan counter this tactic. The enemy God wasn’t directly using divine power against him, rather, it was being used to empower the wrestler he was grappling against.

As for who was empowering this dwarf? He spotted the commander of the voidship, a dwarven God. Six feet of glowing armor and a flowing beard, which was quite tall for their kind.

“This is… excellent training!”

[Physical Fitness 92 → Physical Fitness 93]

Orodan’s arms practically exploded, then reformed once more under Harmony of Vitality. Additionally, the continuous pressure and exertion was great for another skill.

[Body Tempering 64 → Body Tempering 65]

“You… hope to use my skill to train!”

“Exactly! I’ll overpower you with raw might and endless effort!” Orodan declared.

“Brundak, cease immediately, we cannot risk the time looper gaining more power!” the commanding God bellowed.

“My thane! We can strike a grievous blow against the human here and now!” the dwarf he was wrestling yelled back.

Orodan’s arms continued exploding and reforming under the pressure, and he gained one more level in Body Tempering until finally, the dwarf let go and Orodan threw him backwards in a slam which bowled two dozen other wrestlers over.

[Wrestling 80 → Wrestling 81]

He became suspicious of why the enemy wrestler allowed such a thing, and his suspicions were confirmed as a glowing Shard being empowered by the enemy dwarven God glowed with ominous pink power. The deepest parts of his soul quaked in fear, yet Orodan was far more accustomed to it by now and quickly commanded his soul into iron-willed obedience.

Would this finally be his chance to test himself against the power of the Shards?

Orodan prepared himself to receive the blow. Of course, he’d nearly forgotten about the small spatial rift he’d been maintaining since the start of the battle.

This rift—created upon Orodan’s breaching of the voidship’s spatial barrier—now began expanding. And the first thing that came through it was a pale hand with scaled elbows.

Zaessythra.

And she was wielding a pink crystal of her own.

The incoming bolt of energy, which was midair, was drawn toward the inert pink crystal instead of Orodan and harmlessly absorbed within.

“Excellent. As the records hinted, it seems the Shards can be used to absorb attacks from other Shards,” Zhou Shan’s voice came through.

“Idiot. You really were about to take that head-on, weren’t you?” Zaessythra asked Orodan as she stepped out fully onto the voidship.

Guilty as charged. Orodan could say nothing in response.

“They’re ferrying reinforcements on-board! Target the rift!” the enemy God roared.

The next person through the rift was the High Sovereign of the Celestial Court. Zhou Shan himself.

The axe cultivator came in with fury and began showing the dwarves why they were right to fear cultivators in close combat. His axe reaped the lives of many within the first few swings. Behind Zhou Shan were dozens of cultivators who also followed their leader into battle.

“For the Roaring Mountain sect!”

“These bearded rats dare rain down cannon fire upon our world? They’re courting death!”

“My Dao and honor demand I repay my debt to the time looper!”

The cultivators streamed in by the dozen, engaging in close combat with the dwarves.

For Orodan’s part, he began targeting the enemy God in command of the voidship.

The moment he saw Orodan, the God attempted to leave the material plane.

Orodan was two-thirds of the way to stopping that with a Flash Strike when two mid-level Transcendents intercepted him.

“My thane, you must retreat! The time looper’s Divine Resistance puts you at a disadvantage!” said the first Transcendent; an armored halberdier who Orodan gauged was slightly weaker than Zaessythra. Perhaps in the 130s at most.

“We shall hold them off. Our lives shall be sold dearly,” the other said; a Transcendent-level shield and axe warrior who was nearing level 140.

Given how tough and durable the dwarf looked, Orodan held no confidence in quickly killing the dwarf in a toe-to-toe melee battle. Hells, even with some of his more unfair abilities, this foe looked very tough, far more than Thavri Grimbreaker who he’d fought on Alastaia a long time ago.

Ostensibly, the enemy God looked to be fleeing, and the other voidships would likely evacuate soon too.

If not for the sudden interference smashing against Orodan’s control of the spatial rift.

On the decks of the ship, dwarven rune-lords and enchanters attempted to seal the spatial rift that Orodan was holding open.

And as planned…

…Orodan allowed it to occur.

“My thane! The rift has been sealed!”

“Spatial barriers restored! We’ve got them in a bind now!”

The Transcendent wrestler he’d slammed backwards earlier helped seal the deal. Perhaps the dwarf was the arrogant or headstrong sort, much like Orodan, but in this case, such daring helped Zaessythra’s plans.

“We have the time looper and the leader of the Celestial Court trapped aboard! The glory of dispatching them both will be ours! Charge!”

The enemy God, whose energy was bleeding off by the second, remained within the material plane. Seemingly halting its return to the divine dimension.

“Open the rune-paths to the other ships, we must not pass up this opportunity! Bring the other Shards!”

The battle raged on for a while longer, and soon, intricately crafted runes upon seemingly empty doorframes began glowing, and the doors came to life. They opened up and swarms of dwarves poured forth. It wasn’t spatiomancy, but Dimensionalism. Orodan had to admit he was impressed by the craftsmanship.

A few Gods and a number of Transcendents entered the voidship that was now their battleground, and the tide of the fight changed as Orodan and his allies found themselves surrounded and slowly butchered one by one.

Fierce sword cultivators found their blade strokes absorbed by sturdy shields and stout armor while the axes cut them down. Spear cultivators found themselves swarmed and massacred. Fist cultivators were grappled and slain. And the few tough body and shield cultivators were simply outmatched as dwarven rifles and blunderbusses focused fire onto them.

Zaessythra was battling two Transcendents and a God. Zhou Shan barely held against a dozen enemy Gods and Transcendents, and Orodan himself was being suppressed by five high-level Transcendents specialized in keeping foes restrained.

It was a grim situation, getting worse by the moment.

Which was when Zaessythra decided to speak.

“Now that we’ve drawn most of them in… it’s time, Orodan.”

“I was wondering how long you’d keep up this charade,” Orodan replied while headbutting one of the dwarven wrestlers attempting to bring him to the ground.

Zaessythra’s plan relied on abusing the minor but inescapable fact that his enemies knew very well that Orodan was in a time loop. And what was the one thing most people would want to avoid doing to a time looper?

Killing them.

From the beginning of the battle, the dwarves were adamant on not actually killing Orodan. It was what allowed him to close the distance and actually board the voidships when nobody else in the allied forces could. And it was what was keeping him from being killed right now as he cast an overly large Spatial Fold.

“That human’s shattered the spatial barriers again!”

“Such raw power… to break through with pure force…”

“That fluctuation could fit a voidship through it!”

That last dwarf wasn’t wrong. Orodan’s Spatial Fold was quite big, enough so that an entire voidship could in fact come through.

Which was why gouts of steam and magical energies were the first thing visible as something rather large came through the rift.

“Enemy voidcraft! Prepare for⁠—”

The enemy God’s orders were cut off with a flash of cannon fire, as the voidship of the Blackworth Collective launched a successful broadside which cleanly impacted. The battleground shook violently, many dwarves were thrown off-balance and multiple holes were torn in the hull.

Then, came the next part of the plan.

Orodan’s eyes blazed white as he threw it all into Time Reversal.

What were battlefield casualties before someone who could endlessly turn time back to resurrect them?

“Rune-lords! Chronomancers! Stop him at all costs!” barked one dwarf who appeared particularly sensitive to the flows of time and had an inkling of what was coming.

[Time Reversal 77 → Time Reversal 78]

To their credit, the dwarven chronomancers, and especially the rune-lords, held a far heavier resistance against Orodan’s manipulation of the time stream than he would’ve thought. The chronomancers put up a respectable struggle, but the dwarven rune-lords channelled their power into tablets of intricately etched runes, which Orodan had to put genuine effort into countering. Furthermore, they were furiously etching more runes into these tablets by the second, all in a desperate bid to stop Orodan from reversing time.

He’d faced timeline protections on a soul before, particularly when Astalavar had slain Zaessythra a second time and Orodan tried bringing her back. Impressively enough, these dwarven rune-lords provided the most resistance he’d ever felt against his Time Reversal. Astalavar’s timeline protections weren’t anywhere near as powerful.

If Orodan hadn’t gone to Narictus and gotten the opportunity to train his Time Mastery against the Hegemony’s chronomancers, he certainly wouldn’t feel confident tackling these counter-chronomancy maneuvers the dwarves were performing now. At a later time, he would have to look into studying the runic crafts, they seemed quite versatile and powerful.

However, he had grown. And what would otherwise be a nigh-impossible feat for any other chronomancer in the galaxy was but a matter of raw power and a bit of time for Orodan Wainwright.

“Burn your souls! Do whatever you have to! Do not allow him to reverse time!” the commanding dwarven God bellowed.

The enemy had essentially committed their all to this gamble. The thought of striking a blow against Orodan himself was tempting, as was the chance of killing Zhou Shan and rendering the cultivators bereft of their leader.

In the back ranks, Orodan saw the dwarves ready two more Shards, and the things glowed with ominous pink power, primed to fire directly upon him.

Yet, Orodan’s Time Reversal had already completed.

“I live once more… thank you, Orodan Wainwright,” said one of the newly reversed cultivators.

The hundreds of cultivators who were previously slain were brought back to the fold once more. A problematic situation for the dwarves, as they now had newly resurrected and fresh enemies in their midst.

Orodan had expressed his reservations about planning for the deaths of these brave warriors, but Zaessythra explained the cold logic and tactical advantage in allowing a group of cultivators to be slain and then resurrecting them in the middle of the enemy lines while the Collective launched their flanking attack. It didn’t help that the cultivators themselves had volunteered; many were quite grateful and held much goodwill toward Orodan for helping send Jian Huangdi running.

The first of the Shards fired, and Zaessythra managed to throw their own captured Shard in the path of the beam, causing it to divert and enter that instead. The second one fired, and Orodan stood before it himself, all his power practically thrown into his shield.

He was confident he could block the beam itself.

Zaessythra yelled he stand down, but it was too late.

He threw Action Increase clones into the beam path but they simply disintegrated and were of no use. A most curious oddity. If Orodan was to survive, he would have to hold and take the attack himself.

The beam neared his shield… and as before, it seemed to have a most wicked and sapient nature as it attempted to curve around his shield.

Orodan had seen this trick before though, he was ready for it.

His shield moved to intercept it one way, and he had a hunch, call it a warrior’s combat instincts… but he had a feeling it would still try to move about to trick him.

So, he instead decided to trick it. After all, was a soul shattering pink beam coming for him not just a battle between warriors?

And in such a battle, feints and outmaneuvering were standard fare.

He feinted his shield one way, and as expected, the beam also moved. Only for Orodan to feint it another way and cause the beam to subsequently try another devious re-direction.

Yet, that was a feint upon a feint, and Orodan’s real intent was to move the shield…

…and reveal his sword which waited behind it.

A maximal power All-Strike met the beam.

His sword creaked, and the empowering energy of his soul wanted to flee his weapon and leave it a pathetic Apprentice-level piece of metal from Ogdenborough. But Orodan roared within and denied the instinctive fear his soul felt.

The roar within became a roar in reality, as a mighty War Cry left his lips.

[War Cry 42 → War Cry 43]

And the pink beam was shattered upon his blade.

[All-Strike 90 → All-Strike 91]

“A foul pink beam delivered from a nightmare beyond our reality,” Orodan said. “Yet, outmaneuvered by a simple feint.”

“That was far too close!” Zaessythra yelled.

Perhaps it had been. But Orodan wasn’t one to shy away from combat and allow fear to make him indecisive.

Still, that had been that. And now, the tide of battle was shifting.

“Enemy reinforcements on-board!”

“Retreat! Our deaths will be pointless here!” the enemy God called out as he attempted to leave the material plane.

Ranks of Blackworth Collective line infantry, mages, and steam knights began filtering in through the holes in the hull of the voidship, and at their head, King Alstatyn himself.

The line infantry troops were vicious, but they weren’t the front rank of their formation. Knights of the Conclave wielding swords and shields of gleaming light stood ready to absorb enemy fire and meet any melee attacks. The dwarf God commanding the enemy voidship had his attempted retreat cut off by an exceedingly rare cultivator who was proficient in the Dao of Dimensions, and upon realization of that fact and the knowledge they’d been greedy and caught in a trap, they had grim looks upon their faces, now prepared to fight to the death.

And so, a mayhem-filled slaughter began.

On an individual level, the dwarven rifle wasn’t inferior to the Blackworth rifle. Their rate of fire, the power of the shots, they were roughly even. The dwarves had rune-lords empowering the guns of their soldiers, and the Blackworth forces also had gunnery specialists and steam mages doing the same. However, the difference lay in the quality of the individual soldier. Or rather…

…in how easy they were to train.

The individual dwarven soldier was an armed and armored warrior. Proficient in not just the operation of the dwarven repeating rifle, but also the shield, axe, and halberd. They were multi-purpose troops who could fit into any role if needed. Training these soldiers up to the Master-level took time, over a century, perhaps even longer for those with less natural talent. Instilling the warrior’s mentality required for such combat meant the pool of candidates was smaller.

In contrast, the average Blackworth soldier of the line infantry was equipped with basic metal armor covering the essential areas. And they only really knew how to use the rifle, with perhaps a smattering of bayonet training thrown in to a pitiful level.

But… when melee combat wasn’t a concern because the cultivators and knights of the Conclave were taking care of that role… who would be the superior gunner?

The withering volleys of fire loosed by the line infantry of the Collective answered that question. The dwarven soldier had to be capable of excelling at multiple weapons. The Blackworth soldier, just one. This meant that in a pure firefight when melee and soldiery was taken out of the equation, the Blackworth Collective had better ranged capabilities. Sure, a straight shootout between a squad of line infantry and dwarves with equal numbers would end in a dwarven victory due to their armor. But for every soldier the dwarves fielded, the Blackworth could field a dozen or more.

Especially given the civilian volunteers behind the front ranks of line infantry. These were non-combatants from Xian; shopkeepers, laborers, tradesfolk who’d never fought a day in their lives. They were neither cultivators nor soldiers, and yet, in their hands were guns, and all they had to do was point and pull the trigger, then reload when the magazine was empty. Inferior to the soldiers of the line infantry with standardized training and some semblance of military discipline, yes. But a mass of guns being fired was still a force all its own.

And in the void beyond, the ships of the Blackworth Collective were exacting a heavy toll upon the voidships of the dwarves. Dwarven artillery hit harder, and their ships could travel faster in a straight line, but Blackworth ships proved far nimbler, and their crews more skilled at piloting them. This resulted in far faster reload times and three broadside volleys delivered for every single one from a dwarven voidship.

And on the battle within the interior, Orodan and the forces of Xian were reaping the lives of the dwarves.

A monstrous wave of divine energy spewed forth from the commanding dwarven God. Orodan flared Shield Intent and covered a large area, preventing any of it from hitting his allies fighting nearby.

[Shield Intent 68 → Shield Intent 69]

[Divine Resistance 53 → Divine Resistance 54]

With a feral grin, Orodan pursued this divine commander all across the voidship. His opponent was a God in the mid-140s, but since Orodan had Divine Resistance, he could punch well above his weight. Replicating the same feat against a Transcendent wouldn’t happen anytime soon, but against the divine he might as well be invincible.

They fought for a decent while. The enemy God was primarily some sort of rune-enhanced mage capable of fighting with punches and kicks if needed. However, it mattered little against Orodan when divine energy was being used. The little soul energy the dwarven God called forth, Orodan healed through. Frankly, he got the feeling this God was more of a non-combatant and figurehead than someone meant to fight. Even if Orodan held an advantage against the divine, a God in the 140s should’ve had their own soul energy and put up far more of a fight.

And while the dwarven divinity combatted well enough, he was slowly whittled down by All-Strikes as Orodan simply walked through his attacks. Finally, an All-Strike barreled through the God’s shield of divine energy and battered him into the floor of the ship.

“A clever ruse, human. Your headstrong nature was a false front all along,” the God said, wounded as divine lifeblood poured out of the gaping cut Orodan had inflicted.

“Far from it. I really was intent on charging your fleet and fighting to the death,” Orodan answered. “A clever tactician among our ranks simply decided to exploit this to our advantage. Now then, surrender. I’ve slain Gods before and have no qualms with adding more to that tally.”

“Such bloodthirst… Do you have no conscience for all the lives you reap? They say you return in time whenever you die. How many have you killed over all those repeats? You leave a trail of death and sorrow in your wake.”

“You must think me a weak-willed milksop, posing a question such as that,” Orodan said. “Life wasn’t pleasant for me. I’ve killed at a young age, killed when I was a man, and will continue to kill. And while I admit some things I’ve done have been contrary to my principles, I have, and always will be, a warrior. The only lives I’ve reaped are those of my foes in honest combat. But that’s enough talk. You’re the commander of this invasion, and the aggressor. Surrender, or I’ll lose no sleep over slaying you.”

“Your time will come soon. Our allies in the Hegemony know of your true nature, something beyond the likes of which you have ever seen comes for you,” he said. “I will never surrender.”

“Good. I welcome what comes for me, just as I’ve welcomed every other threat that’s come my way. Either I die, or they do,” Orodan said

“And what happens when you can no longer return? Will your bravado persist even then?”

“I gladly marched to my death even before I knew of this time loop,” Orodan said. “And if I die without any loop left to bring me back… then even death is just another opponent to do battle with.”

“Some might call you mad… but perhaps it is this nature of yours which has made you so dangerous with a time loop in your hands,” the God said. “End it. We have bandied words for long enough. Let it be known that I, Narvuk, Forge-Thane of King Varkir, defied the time looper to the very end. If you have any honor, resurrect me not.”

“Very well, Narvuk. I shall respect your choice and your unwillingness to surrender,” Orodan said as he grabbed the dwarf by the shoulder and stood him up. “I will not execute a warrior like cattle. If you refuse to surrender, then better you die on your feet with courage in your heart and a fair shot at fighting back.”

The dwarven God shakily remained on his feet and conjured one final attack, roiling with as much divine power as the wounded divinity could muster. It wasn’t much. Most of this God’s power had been drained through remaining in the material plane for so long, and a protracted battle against Orodan wasn’t something that helped the matter.

Orodan launched a mighty full power All-Strike. It was a mercy.

The attack connected and there was nothing left.

Around Orodan, and across the voidship as a whole, the battle had been won. The remaining dwarves either surrendered or were slain, and currently in the process of being resurrected and taken prisoner. In the void, the Blackworth Collective’s voidships had also won their side of the struggle, and the dwarven voidships had been entirely destroyed or captured with not a single dwarf remaining.

And in front of him, Orodan remained silent for the dwarf. No… the warrior, he’d slain.

“He’s the enemy commander. We might glean information if we resurrect him,” Zaessythra said as she walked up to his side.

“No. He requested otherwise,” Orodan replied.

“Is now truly the time to be clinging to such notions of honor?” she asked.

“Across all these loops, I’ve done things I’m not proud of,” Orodan said, recalling the monstrosity Agathor had become. “And it’s as you said on Narictus. It’s not about anybody else… it’s about the black mark a deed will leave upon my own heart.”

Zaessythra imperceptibly nodded.

A pair of time and soul cultivators came up behind them.

“Esteemed lord and lady, might we resurrect the commander to take prisoner?”

Orodan didn’t reply; Zaessythra did in his stead.

“No, I don’t think we will.”
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“Your Majesty… the scans show no hostile fleets in orbit around the planet’s atmosphere,” the voidship captain reported.

“And yet, these scans show they’ve left very recently,” King Alstatyn remarked. “Lady Zaessythra, you were correct in your hypothesis that the enemy would retreat at our approach.”

“It’s only natural. Given how they fled last time during the battle for Xuejin. The Hegemony seem overly cautious about engaging Orodan lest they strengthen the time looper. Worse still, when he can ferry information across loops to aid an entire army,” she said. “We should make contact with the defenders and see how they’ve held out.”

“Scans of the planet show depleted world core energy levels but no surface-level damage,” the ship captain reported.

“Meaning the shielding held out and no damage went through,” Zaessythra said. “Good. Hopefully the combat forces of X2 are also relatively intact.”

Her tactical acumen and ability to direct large-scale forces in the midst of a pitched battle had earned Zaessythra much respect. After her display in the last battle where they’d broken the siege upon Xian, she was now a rather trusted tactical advisor. Even the pricklier officers of the Blackworth Collective ceased their grumbling after she’d delivered results with minimal casualties.

Orodan himself held a strangely untouchable status. Nobody approached unless they had business with him, and most people were more than a little intimidated by not only his reputation as the time looper, but also by the grand scale of the feats he was capable of. The cultivators of the Ascendent Sword Cluster were warmer, as he’d fought on their behalf, and they knew him better. The knights of the Conclave kept a respectful distance though, and the Blackworth Collective’s troops in particular were somewhat icy.

Understandable. Orodan had suddenly arrived in their galaxy and that culminated in a battle between two Administrators that destroyed their home galaxy. Even if it wasn’t his fault specifically, people couldn’t help but see him as a bad omen. Not when these people had yet to address and come to terms with the fact that their home was gone.

A bright beam of light was visible upon the surface, and gleaming towers of arcing electricity lit up as they approached.

“We’re being directed to land,” the captain said.

“Lady Zaessythra, these beings are amenable to our presence?” King Alstatyn asked.

“Without a doubt. Once you meet a particular one among them and see how well they get along with Orodan, your worries will be assuaged.”

From their vantage point in the void, X2 looked rather metallic. Like a gigantic sphere of metal with an innumerable number of glowing lights of various colors lighting up its surface. It had no greenery or oceans to speak of, yet the world seemed to function just fine. After all, it wasn’t as though anything organic was on its surface.

However, the lack of anything organic didn’t mean there was no life. Metallic birds flitted about in flocks, an energy source animating them, and many golem-like beings similar to his friend W78 wandered about engaging in… daily life?

Unlike humans or other races, these beings had vast differences between themselves. Some were four-legged and lumbered around in their jobs as laborers. Others were sleek and slender machine-beings who deftly maneuvered within shops and sold goods to their customers. And a certain kind were bulky, covered with armor plates and long necks which housed an observation lens at the very top; these guards diligently kept eyes upon the roads.

This was a world of metal, with beings who showed themselves to have wills and lives of their own.

Historically, Orodan knew the Unity were a group of refugees from a war in another galaxy. Their exact origins were often debated, yet the metallic beings had never come out and revealed anything of it to the rest of the galaxy. Some hypothesized a mad sorcerer had conducted experiments in grafting souls onto metal. Others claimed some inventor had finally succeeded in giving life to a machine.

In Orodan’s opinion, he knew not what the answer was, only that his friend W78 had a soul. Consequently, so did the rest of the Unity. The biggest proof was the fact they had access to the System like any other living being did. Inanimate objects and golems didn’t have the System, yet these beings did. What other proof was needed?

The voidship doors opened, and Orodan and Zaessythra stepped out alongside King Alstatyn. Zhou Shan would be joining them in a few hours once the High Sovereign wrapped up affairs on Xian in the aftermath of the siege.

Waiting for them was an almost humanoid machine wearing an intricate outfit.

“This diplomatic unit D25 greets the honored visitors to World X2. Registering arrival of Subject #125, designation: Time looper; alternative designation: Orodan Wainwright,” the machine intoned in a pleasant and feminine tone. “Arrival ahead of schedule. Designated leadership unit A1 is expecting Orodan Wainwright.”

“Excellent, and where is W78?” Orodan asked, glad at the chance to see his friend once more.

“Last known location of proto-unit W78: Command nexus. This diplomatic unit will lead the way.”

They walked down the streets, seeing more of X2.

“Joints rusting? Wiring fraying? Try unit M654’s all-in-one gel, today. Lubrication, rust-protection, and auto-repair. Never walk around with poorly maintained joints again!”

“Low on energy? Unit M315’s condensed energy cubes will perk you up! Forgo energy core re-fuel for an entire day with just one! Disclaimer: Side effects may include circuit overload upon consumption. Use responsibly.”

“Can I try one?” Orodan asked.

“Not now, we have to liaison with the Unity before we can engage in frivolities,” Zaessythra chided, and Orodan could only sigh but agree.

“This unit does not recommend that course of action. High incompatibility of internal organic biology with energy cubes,” the machine pleasantly intoned. “High likelihood of severe burning, combustion, and necessity of extensive medical support upon consumption.”

“…Perhaps it’ll taste spicy, then?” Orodan muttered, and Zaessythra’s palm met her face as she overheard him.

In his opinion, she was being overly dramatic. What was wrong with adding an energy cube or two to a dish to spice it up?

They continued on, taking in the sights, until they reached a point where they saw the beginnings of a series of underground tunnels.

They entered these tunnels and trekked on for a decent while.

“Do these tunnels go all the way down to the world core?” Orodan asked.

“Affirmative. Command nexus is beneath us.”

“Command nexus? Is that what you call the world core?”

“Affirmative. Alternative designation: World core.”

Interesting.

They continued onwards and the tunnels started to get larger and wider, and they periodically encountered some large and heavily armored machine guards who looked to be solid combat units. The deeper they went, the stronger the guards were, and the more powerful ones looked more than a little damaged, as though they’d been in battle recently.

“All things considered, the planet looks relatively untouched, even if the stronger members of the Unity look a little scarred from the battle,” Orodan said. “How did it fare?”

“This unit recalls that the battle went well. The arrival of Subject #125 ahead of predicted estimates caused the retreat of hostile forces,” the machine intoned. “This unit, and the Unity, express gratitude towards subject.”

True enough. Orodan had spent barely a day or two in the Vystaxium Galaxy fighting the Eldritch upon Lonvoron, then concluded with that chaotic business involving the Prophet and the other time looper. Planetary sieges were a time-consuming and messy affair. All the powerful galactic factions had stores of energy and defensive items which could really drag such a thing out and force the attackers to take severe casualties if they tried pushing the matter. In other words, Orodan’s swift return meant the siege hadn’t had time to really take root and progress.

Some more walking and minor chatter passed the time until they arrived in the main chamber of the command nexus, and by the hells was it a massive world core. Flying machines hovered about, scanning portions of it, repair-specialized models constantly fussed over it, and the occasional shipment of gigantic energy cubes would be deposited into tanks which had wires leading to it.

Otherwise, it looked like any other world core he’d seen before.

“Why fuel it with energy cores?” Orodan asked.

“This unit’s cursory knowledge informs that excessive runtime without fueling by the command nexus can cause data corruption.”

“Data corruption?” Zaessythra asked.

Orodan immediately knew. It was the age-old enemy.

“The Eldritch. If a world core draws upon the power of the System for too long, it faces Eldritch corruption,” he answered. “This is rather ingenious, though. I never would’ve thought that fueling a world core through external means might alleviate the issue.”

“This unit does not have sufficient data to answer subject’s queries,” the diplomatic unit intoned.

They got closer, and only then did Orodan recognize a familiar frame.

“W78!” Orodan shouted and began walking faster.

His friend either didn’t notice or chose not to response. Rather, W78 seemed to be deep in conversation with the world core before him.

“—exhibiting signs of anomalous programming. Solution: Recommended reprogram and transfer to secure storage alongside subject,” W78 said.

“Negative. Unit has achieved desirable results. Request for transfer denied. Proto-unit W78 has successfully delivered alliance with Subject #125,” the gigantic world core said.

“Information: Unit does not wish to see subject perish. Designation: Friend.”

“Information added to database. Solution: Impose programming controls upon anomalous data streams. Unit is advised to focus on directives rather than dwell on emotion. Unit is reminded that they are not an organic.”

“Unit… complies with directive from command nexus,” W78 said and then turned to face Orodan, who was coming up from behind. “Analysis: Subject displaying heightened emotional state. Prediction: Happiness.”

Orodan wrapped his arms around his favorite machine friend and lifted him into the air.

“Where’ve you been? I thought the worst occurred,” Orodan said in a jovial tone.

“Information: Unit frame durability not sufficient to protect against Physical Fitness skill of subject. Solution: Deposit unit upon solid ground.”

Orodan put W78 down and patted his favorite machine upon the shoulder.

“Alright, alright. I just worried for you, that’s all,” Orodan said. “How did the battle fare?”

“Information: Timely arrival of friend caused retreat of hostile forces,” W78 said. “Prime combat unit A1 sustained moderate frame damage, in cloaked recovery within asteroid belt. Additional combat units sustained minor frame damage, in recovery within planetary repair centers. Planetary integrity unchanged.”

“Good, and this is the world core? Or should I say, command nexus?” Orodan asked.

“Affirmative. Subject #125, this command nexus bids you welcome to world X2,” the world core said.

“Query: What is the identity of this unknown subject?” W78 asked, gesturing to King Alstatyn.

The king for his part simply appeared enraptured with all he was seeing and barely noticed the question.

“It’s a long story. Let’s catch up before Zhou Shan arrives,” Zaessythra said.
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They were all sat around a gigantic table in a room adjacent to the command nexus. Zhou Shan and the most important members of the Conclave had arrived too.

The discussion had been a lengthy one.

“The Celestial Emperor showed up then?” Orodan asked.

“Affirmative. Hostile element, designation: Jian Huangdi, detected during combat. Extensive frame damage still present upon prime combat unit A1,” the world core of X2 said. An extension of it was present in the meeting chamber while the world core itself was in the gigantic chamber they were adjacent to.

“And from what you say, Varkir and the dwarves were also aiding the Hegemony. They had three Shards overall when we fought them,” Zaessythra chimed in. “With that, they now have multiple Shards that we know of. More than a little concerning. They’ll happily redouble their efforts to target Orodan.”

“It’s not a big deal. As long as I can defend against the beams and prevent them from striking me, I think I’ll be fine,” Orodan remarked.

“Until a peak-Transcendent or a peak-God decides to empower them to the maximal extent. Then you’re back at square one, except this time with no System,” Zaessythra said. “Not to mention, this Administrator that’s coming in a little over two weeks.”

“They also had two Shards present during their assault on our worlds,” Lady Sujana, a Goddess and a Knight Commander of the Conclave spoke up. “We did not manage to recover any of those. But it suggests they had a few prepared in case the time looper arrived to aid us.”

The Conclave had also been assaulted at the same time, although they fared far better, facing only a token force, much like Xian had. The real threat was faced by the Unity on their core world of X2. Thankfully, the enemy’s strategy of divide and conquer failed thanks to Orodan’s swift return and how quickly things were resolved on Lonvoron.

“Dwelling on these dangers aside,” Zhou Shan said, “do we know how Varkir and his dwarven folk have gotten their hands on so many of these Shards?”

“The Shards were once pieces of a far larger crystal. We have records of a battle in very distant history where the crystal was shattered and the Shards were spread to various corners of the galaxies as a result,” Lady Sujana said. “Varkir and his dwarven kin are mercenaries spread over more than one galaxy serving clientele for riches. It isn’t inconceivable that they’ve gotten a hold of many of these Shards as a result.”

The room fell silent for a few moments as all parties took things in.

“Enough about these Shards,” King Alstatyn spoke up. “High Sovereign Zhou Shan, I am grateful for your pledge of assistance and the grant of seven habitable worlds for my people and I to hold sovereignty over. However, we must speak of what caused the tragedy which destroyed our home.”

“The Eldritch menace. Specifically, the Prophet,” Zaessythra said. “We now have an inkling as to where the infectious Eldritch we’ve sometimes seen in our galaxy originates from.”

“The revelation that the Prophet is the cause of these infectious Eldritch was a shock to me,” King Alstatyn said. “Long have my people been embattled in our war against these vile fiends. The horrors they’re capable of… the plague worlds. This galaxy has not even a fraction of that.”

“I believe we do have plague worlds in our galaxy,” Orodan piped up, recalling his conversation with the world core of Alastaia. “They’re just not nearly as infectious and coordinated as the ones I purified in the Vystaxium Galaxy. I feel it’s the presence of the Prophet that made them act so. My homeworld has faced regular Eldritch assaults throughout history, but they involve a singular Eldritch champion or beast descending from the stars. Not a coordinated siege with spatial rifts and millions of infected life forms working together.”

Some of the people in attendance looked more than a little unsettled at the thought of such horror, but schooled their expressions. Orodan feared them not, though for anyone else, an Eldritch invasion of such scale was an apocalyptic threat. His own Eldritch Resistance and willpower made them trivial, and his lack of fear was from a position of privilege which not everyone had.

“Regardless, they’re a very real threat… and there’s a good chance the Prophet comes after you for what you’ve done,” King Alstatyn said. “You’d be facing not one Administrator then, but two. And with no assurance that the Warrior will intervene once more.”

“And what of the real reason the Prophet’s eyes were upon the Vystaxium Galaxy in the first place?” Zhou Shan asked. “King Alstatyn, you’ve been noticeably reticent on the matter of this other time looper. Not only is this an individual of great power, enough to force an Administrator to take the battle seriously, they also have an item which should belong to the Administrators, and something on their planet which the Prophet was searching for.”

Upon the destruction of the Vystaxium Galaxy, the shrouds of world energy constricting the minds and souls of the Blackworth soldiers had dissipated. Lonvoron and the worlds of the Collective had been destroyed after all. And with it gone, the people of the Collective confirmed that it was formed roughly thirty years ago.

Which was an utterly insane amount of time for a singular loop, from Orodan’s perspective anyways. If it was true that seventeen years ago the other looper had the unique glyphs of the time loop extricated from their soul, then that meant they’d still spent at least the first thirteen years of their loop thinking nothing was wrong.

Thirteen whole years of nation building and unification. The amount of planning, logistics, and social acumen such a thing would require was immense!

Thirteen years… what a ridiculously long loop.

And how dreadfully boring that sounded to him.

“Let’s also mention,” Orodan said, “that they sent me a letter claiming I’d be safe with any of the other four Administrators… which was more than a bit misleading.”

“Indeed, you have every right to bear a grievance for that, Orodan,” Zhou Shan said.

“A grievance? What for? I got to enjoy some excellent battles as a result! I’ll have to thank them!”

“Never mind… I forget who I speak to…” Zhou Shan muttered.

“In any case, this other looper went through the grand array to our galaxy. I saw it with my own eyes,” Orodan said. “And yet, they were nowhere to be found upon our arrival. Do you have any method of contacting them, Alstatyn?”

The king, in response, clammed up.

“King Alstatyn…” Zhou Shan said in a low warning tone. “Why will you not tell us who this other time looper is? Is your loyalty to them truly so deep?”

“I… I cannot. Forgive me, but I am unwilling to divulge anything about their identity,” the king said. “I also have no method of contacting them. This much I swear. Every time we’ve spoken it’s been them contacting me.”

“It’s incredible just how many spells and protections you have over your mind and soul,” Lady Sujana said. “But do you think these protections infallible? In such a critical situation, it may well be justified to pry the information from⁠—”

“No.”

“Orodan Wainwright, do you disagree with this course of action?” Lady Sujana asked.

“Of course I do. What sort of treachery are you suggesting? The man has lost his home, fought alongside us against our enemies, and now you suggest prying secrets from his mind? My sword will be drawn against anyone who thinks of such a thing,” Orodan declared, silencing the Goddess. “If King Alstatyn wishes to keep his secrets, that’s fine. We shall respect that. The Blackworth Collective’s military was very swift in agreeing to return with us for aid. I strongly suspect the other time looper organized this assistance for us. In which case, we should be grateful. And besides, I can simply return to the Vystaxium Galaxy in another loop and try to puzzle things out for myself.”

“If you even have any more once the Reject comes for you…” Zaessythra muttered under her breath. Orodan heard it but chose not to reply.

“I agree with Orodan. Assaulting a treasured ally who has aided us in our time of need is treachery of the highest order. I might as well crack my Dao if I did such a thing,” Zhou Shan said. “Let us cool our tempers and speak of the Administrators and their allegiances. Orodan’s sociable personality has earned him the enmity of the Prophet, and the Reject already comes. But what of the other three Administrators?”

“The Warrior saved me from the Prophet. I owe him one for that. And the Mage saved me from an unnecessary repeat while I was fighting the Lord of Night upon Narictus,” Orodan said. “As for the fifth. I’ve heard it’s called the Custodian but know not where its loyalties lie. I’d rather work under the assumption that any of these Administrators could become hostile towards me at any time.”

“Even one of them coming after you is a guaranteed death sentence, and you want to act as though all five could potentially be hostile?” King Alstatyn asked. “You truly are a different breed, Ser Wainwright.”

“Given how the Prophet suddenly turned hostile, and I was forced to try and purify the Eldritch off of him… one can never be certain,” Orodan said.

“Indeed. This ability of yours to purify the Eldritch, just how far does it extend? I’ve heard you can purify vampires… but what about devils?”

The person who’d asked wasn’t Lady Sujana or the world core of X2. Rather, it was the new addition to the table that Orodan had never seen before but had heard of.

Captain-General Ryzlan, a peak-God, one at level 150, and leader of the Conclave’s branch in their galaxy. This God was powerful and known as one of the mightiest beings in their galaxy aside from the Celestial Emperor, Agrimon of the Hegemony, and A1 of the Unity.

“I’ve purified vampires before, and I suspect it can be used on devils as well. But it’s a moot point as I don’t go around purifying anyone of their very being against their wishes,” Orodan said. “The Eldritch doesn’t count, as it’s an infection that has spread. If a vampire or a devil is wicked, I’d rather just grant them the mercy of the blade.”

“Yet, think of all the good you could do if you chose to turn your ire against that wicked race of monsters. Since when have devils been worthy of sympathy?” the Captain-General asked.

“Devils or monsters, it’s irrelevant. This concerns not them, but me. Violating someone’s very being is a decision not made lightly. Only under the duress of combat when pressed and no options are available might I do such a thing, but I would promptly execute them afterward, as the act is as good as death,” Orodan said.

“You are aware that the Conclave is at war with the Hells, correct? Whose side are you on then?”

“Neither. The devils of the Hells have done nothing to wrong me. And if I see something I dislike, I’ll draw my blade on the offender where they stand,” Orodan said.

“A shame, perhaps our alliance is not as deep as I had hoped. Can we truly be considered allies if you are not willing to commit to a promise towards us? After all… you’re asking us to fight Administrators on your behalf, should we also die for you?”

Die for him? What would this shining piece of dung know about dying for someone? Zaessythra had died for him, Adeltaj had died for him. And dwelling on that raised Orodan’s ire.

“Enough with your flowery barbs. I have never asked anyone to fight my battles for me, nor do I need them to. I’ll gladly march to fight the Reject and the entirety of the Hegemony alone if needed,” Orodan declared. “And I have had a few too many people die on my behalf, so rest assured, Captain-General, I would never ask such a thing of you or anyone. The Reject, the Prophet… hells, all five of these Administrators could appear and I’d still fight to my glorious end against them, head unbowed. I have, from the very beginning, been alone. I need no allies.”

“Orodan… these are our allies…” Zhou Shan quietly said from next to him.

“No, Zhou Shan, this God is your ally. I’m here to help you against our mutual enemies, the Celestial Emperor and the Hegemony. And I do so because I respect you,” Orodan said. “Whether the Captain-General and his Conclave aids in that is between you and him. I need no help in fighting my own battles. The Reject, when he comes, is mine alone to face.”

“Fair enough. If nothing else, I can respect your conviction,” the Captain-General said.

“I dislike this game of politicking and diplomacy around a table,” Orodan said. “Are we almost done here?”

“We’re just about to wrap up.”

Orodan didn’t speak much for the remainder of the boring discussion. It mainly involved Zhou Shan and King Alstatyn hashing out the particulars of aid and the planets being granted to the Blackworth Collective. Orodan himself also pledged to help the king of the Collective potentially recover planets back in his home galaxy through Time Reversal.

But that all depended on him surviving the coming apocalypse in two weeks’ time.

And before that, the upcoming trip to the Hells in a few days.
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“I am beginning to see why your companion Zaessythra is often at her wit’s end with you,” Zhou Shan said as they walked down the dark hallways of the Celestial Palace’s underbelly.

“All I did was make my opinion known in a straightforward manner, as anyone of honest character would,” Orodan replied.

“Antagonizing our allies in the Conclave was a bit much… Could you not have couched your words a bit?” the High Sovereign asked.

“And what would that achieve besides having them think there’s still a possibility of me agreeing to their nonsense?” Orodan asked. “No. Rather than bandying words it’s better to get things out in the open.”

“You truly are one of a kind, Orodan,” Zhou Shan said. “I suppose they haven’t moved to angrily call off our alliance yet.”

“If they refuse to aid you, then the Hegemony and the dwarves will simply come for them next,” Orodan said. “Their course is somewhat locked in.”

“Rather astute of you to notice. And here you say you’re not one for politics.”

“Just a basic observation. Back in the orphanage, the street rats would often form alliances of necessity and convenience against mutual enemies,” Orodan said.

“Against the older children?” Zhou Shan asked.

“At first. And then when I started getting bigger and better at brawling, they tried ganging up on me,” he replied. “Didn’t go very well for them.”

“Hah! Given that you’re bigger than almost any body cultivator I’ve met, I suppose you weren’t exactly born small, were you?”

“It’s always a notable moment when I meet someone bigger or taller than myself. Among humans, at least,” Orodan answered, accounting for Zaessythra who was ten feet tall versus his near seven feet.

They spoke some more as they descended down many stairwells, until finally reaching their destination.

“They should be in here,” Zhou Shan said. “She often visits her younger brother. Although the eldest sibling does not bother to pay him a visit.”

“My lord. The prisoner is being visited by Lady Yixia at this time,” the prison guard, an armored cultivator with a hefty club said. “Would you like to enter as well?”

“Yes please.”

The door was opened, and the two of them walked inside.

“—still don’t understand why you cling to the foolish notion that he will return and restore the Celestial Court,” Jian Yixia asked.

“Yixia… you misrepresent my views,” Jian Song said. “I believe he will return to us one day… having found what he sought within that black hole so long ago.”

“He’s corrupted by the Eldritch, Song! You aided in much of his tyranny by bringing him people to dominate with his Dao!” Jian Yixia shouted.

“I’ve accepted my sins already… Besides, you may want to quiet it down,” Jian Song said. “We have visitors.”

“Jian Song…” Zhou Shan said as he looked upon the man.

This was the very first Transcendent Orodan had ever met. Sure, he could give this cultivator an easy walloping now, but the impetus for growth he’d provided at the time was invaluable. This man had also been complicit in the set up to try and get Orodan mind controlled by Jian Huangdi, the Celestial Emperor. Where Jian Yixia and Jian Ren—the two other siblings of the Celestial Emperor—had been complicit under duress, Jian Song had willingly aided Jian Huangdi.

“Prince Zhou Shan, or should I say High Sovereign? Your father would be embarrassed at what you’ve done to the Celestial Court that we have safeguarded for hundreds of thousands of years,” Jian Song said.

“My father was a cruel man and a tyrant,” Zhou Shan said. “His era is over. And his traditions will die with him.”

“You could have at least kept the office of Celestial Emperor open and mantled it yourself…” Jian Song muttered.

“To what end? More tyranny? Investing too much power into one man, one throne, is what led to the crisis among the Ascendent Sword Cluster to begin with,” Zhou Shan said. “Of course, it surprises me not that you’re obsessed with the throne. You’ve tried to have me assassinated or stifled at every critical point in my life. Qing Luo, my sworn man and most loyal friend, died in his past life for the assassin you paid to kill me. I looked up to you as my uncle, yet you could never step out of the shadow of being the youngest of the Jian siblings, always jealous of those above you. And when I came along, you felt threatened by my talent and tried to have me disposed of.”

“Tch! What would you know? Born with talent and the potential to acquire a Celestial skill. Looking down on me from your high perch of privilege!” Jian Song barked. “If I had to do it again, I would do it a thousand times over. Does that anger you? Good! Why don’t you just kill me then!”

“You…!” Zhou Shan grew angered, his fist clenched and ready to reach for his axe. Yet the High Sovereign calmed himself. “You would be a waste of effort. Rot in here and watch as your dreams crumble.”

“Bah! Leave me be then! Or have you come to torment me with the presence of the man who bested me?” Jian Song asked. “Still slaughtering innocents, Orodan Wainwright?”

“I won’t deny that the deaths of all those people during our battle are on me,” Orodan replied. “But I did restore time and bring them all back.”

“Do you think throwing gigantic amounts of power around erases all that you’ve done? All the people you’ve killed, before we ever met and since our battle?” Jian Song asked.

“No. But I have little time to dwell upon such things and self-flagellate myself with guilt like an angst-ridden philosopher,” Orodan said. “I accept my faults and mistakes and move forward. You, on the other hand, are locked up like a dog.”

“And whose fault is that?”

“Your own? You did what you did, let’s not act otherwise,” Orodan said. “Still, you asked Zhou Shan to kill you just now, did you not? How about I open this cell and hand you a sword so you can fight me? On your feet, blade in hand, staring your killer in the eyes defiantly, it’s a good way to go.”

“T-that would be an execution!”

“So, you’re not serious about death then,” Orodan remarked, causing the prisoner to growl. “Anyhow, I came not to banter with your prisoner, but to meet with you, Jian Yixia.”

They stepped away from the cell and the prisoner’s angry barking.

“Orodan Wainwright… please pay no heed to my youngest brother,” Jian Yixia said. “He has become rather irritable and hostile and, in his mind, sees Zhou Shan and yourself as villains and him the wronged one who was righteously aiding our eldest brother.”

“A delusional fool. Then again, many have said that of me as well,” Orodan replied. “I digress. We came because you wished to speak to us.”

“I did. I bring a warning… it’s regarding your homeworld,” Jian Yixia said. “Specifically, about the obscuring formations I placed upon it.”

“What about them?” Orodan asked.

“The obscuring formation I placed should constantly scramble the position of your homeworld in space. Even standing directly where it is won’t allow someone to see it, as the spatial fluctuations and waves are ever-shifting,” Jian Yixia explained. “However, there’s a secondary function of the formation, and that’s to detect whenever something approaches the planet despite these protections. And… that’s what I’ve discovered. Something from outside of the galaxy is coming very swiftly for Alastaia. It might reach in a little over two weeks.”

Orodan knew exactly what was coming. Or rather, who.

Still, it was interesting to know that the Reject was tracking not Orodan directly, but Alastaia itself. His thoughts went to the Divine Tower, or what the Prophet had likely been referring to as the System’s Control Spike. Perhaps the Reject made way for that in a bid to target it?

“That’s fine. In fact, I expected as much,” Orodan said. “The person coming for Alastaia… might very well be the same person Jian Huangdi encountered during his trip to the black hole at the center of our galaxy.”

“How do you know this?” Zhou Shan asked.

“I don’t know for certain… but the Reject is also corrupted by the Eldritch, yet it’s the deep-rooted sort and not infectious. Different from the infectious type propagated by the Prophet,” Orodan said. “And if the Prophet can lead to the infectious Eldritch spreading, then…”

“…the Reject might corrupt someone in a similar manner,” Zhou Shan finished. “A theory we cannot prove, and yet it’s a likely one. Terrifying to consider too. I wonder what the difference between the two sorts of Eldritch are, and why?”

Orodan wondered that himself. And while the answer wasn’t known to him yet, he had an unpleasant feeling he’d know one way or another in two weeks.
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“Query: What does subject study?” W78 asked.

“A tome on Dimensionalism. I’m rather tired of gaining levels through having my enemies sneak up on me via dimensional travel,” Orodan said. “What nobody told me though, was how difficult it is.”

“Information: Dimensionalism widely hailed among ten most difficult schools of study in galactic society,” W78 said. “Solution: Expert tutelage recommended.”

“Perhaps once things slow down a little, my friend,” Orodan said, reading the book as he sprinkled some crystals onto a pan. “Might even take up runecrafting or runic enchanting one day. The dwarves I fought during the siege of Xian were able to replicate dimensional travel through just their runecraft. It seemed a rather versatile and powerful craft.”

“Information: Runecrafting widely hailed among ten most difficult schools of study in galactic society,” W78 said. “Solut⁠—”

“Alright, alright. Expert tutelage, I get it,” Orodan said. “Perhaps for when I have more free time… or the next loop…”

“Observation: Emotional state – pessimism. Solution: Reminder that friend is not alone.”

Orodan smiled at his machine friend, yet said nothing. He truly did like W78 very much. Thus, he wouldn’t bring his friend’s mood down by elaborating on his thoughts.

It wasn’t that Orodan was pessimistic. Well, perhaps he was to an extent, but he preferred to label it as realism.

It was more that he’d been in the time loops long enough now, and possessed enough self-awareness to get an inkling for how this entire thing typically went. The almighty enemy descending from the stars, his friends who he was forging bonds with…

There was a reason Orodan hated the long loops, and a part of him was really hating this one.

It was all far easier when he was alone back in Ogdenborough…

Though he’d be damned if he didn’t go down without the greatest fight the universe would ever see.

“Say, I’ve seen these glyphs and runes before… it looks suspiciously like the runes on…”

…the ancient machine under Mount Castarian.

That was right. These runes looked almost identical to those he recalled seeing on that ancient machine!

“Information: Runes in textbook related to Dimensionalism,” W78 said.

“Why thank you, I never would’ve known,” Orodan said, and before the cheeky machine could make a comment about his sarcasm, Orodan continued: “Let me focus and generate an impression of my memory onto the recaller orb. Tell me if you’ve ever seen this thing before.”

Recaller orbs were a device one could dedicate their mental focus and an energy source toward for the purpose of visually displaying their thoughts and mental images for others. It wasn’t exactly a memory reading device, rather it simply copied what people were picturing at the time. But they could be used to get a picture of memories too. Or portray the products of a vivid imagination.

A picture of the ancient machine under Mount Castarian began to take shape, particularly when it was at the height of its power, erupted from the mountain, core gleaming with mana. Orodan had a rather good memory, and his connection to his soul was phenomenal. Forgetting things wasn’t an issue he faced, so recalling the runes perfectly on the ancient machine was more than doable.

“Information: Unknown construct. Runes identified, related to dimensionalism and… unknown location,” W78 said.

“Unknown location?” Orodan asked. “I was told this machine was supposed to lead to the Hells.”

“Affirmative. Destination at low core charge: Designation – hells,” W78 explained. “Destination at full core charge: Unknown.”

Orodan could only scratch his head. For so long he’d thought the machine underneath Mount Castarian led to the Hells. But now? Just what was it? And where did it lead to at full power?

“But… it was charged up to full power in the past. You’re saying it would’ve led to an unknown location instead of the Hells?” Orodan asked.

“Analysis: Construct energy core built with purposeful flaws. Materials: Sub-par, incapable of handling full power core,” W78 explained. “Complete re-construction recommended for full power. Runes of acceptable quality.”

Fascinating. Only the runes were made correctly?

“Then, why did someone do such a shoddy job? If you say only the runes work, then why would anyone build such a thing?” Orodan asked. “You mentioned purposeful?”

“Analysis: Likelihood of purposeful flaws in construct – high. Hypothesis: Creator desired concealment of project. Likelihood of detection through scans with higher-level materials – high.”

What his friend was suggesting, then, was that someone attempted to hide the ancient machine on Alastaia, and purposefully used sub-par materials and flaws in order to do so.

“Well, this has been an interesting discussion on a topic I didn’t think would ever be relevant again,” Orodan said as he finished up his work on the pan and put his book away.

[Cooking 22 → Cooking 25]

He finished the dish off with a sprinkling of crushed energy cube flakes, which he ground and mixed into the main course, a much larger power crystal rich with energies.

“Analysis: High energy refuelling source detected. Unknown composition and mixture of ingredients.”

“Exactly. I tried to spice it up a bit. You’re a growing machine who needs nutrients,” Orodan jested as he shoved the plate towards W78. “Eat up!”

“Hypothesis: Likelihood of combustion – high. Solution: Friend remains ready with chronomancy capabilities.”

“Guh! I’m not that bad of a cook that you’ll require resurrection!”

“Unit uncertain of friend’s claims.”

Regardless of W78’s criticisms, his friend sent a metallic arm out and swooped the plate of food. And in a single motion, it was sent straight down into the power core.

With a flash of light, W78 emanated energy and began furiously blinking.Orodan immediately blazed white thinking to use Time Reversal.

However, it was unnecessary.

“W78!”

“Unit has gained Gourmand skill. Analysis: Unknown data streams detected in sensory core. Sensation unknown. Sensation… not unpleasant,” W78 said as the lights on the metallic being continued blinking rapidly.

“Hah! I think you’ve been awakened to your sense of taste, my friend!” Orodan declared with a proud laugh.

“Information: Unit requesting additional servings.”
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“W78 sure is a hungry machine… the stores were beginning to run out of ingredients,” Orodan said. “Well, at least I’m a Cooking Apprentice now.”

“Oh? So, you can cook for that metallic jester, but not for me?” Zaessythra asked. “I’m wounded.”

“Did I not bring you an excellent bowl of fruit and fish when we were first acquainted with one another?” Orodan asked, recalling how he’d done that once as a fond memory. “Straight from the Ogdenborough markets too!”

Her face scrunched up in disgust.

“I’m glad you didn’t decide to do that in this loop. I hate that combination! I still can’t believe one of my loop selves actually told you that was my favorite… I have such an urge to throw that Zaessythra into a fireplace,” she said. “How was I even meant to eat it? Ridiculous… and shame on you for playing along with that silly joke.”

“You’re the one who said it, not me,” Orodan said as he raised his arms in a placating gesture. Not that it lessened her glare any. “Blame yourself for the set up.”

She simply buried her head into the book she was reading. After a minute though, she spoke again.

“Well, it’s good to see that you’re capable of such things.”

“What? Cooking? It’s rather easy, especially since one of my favorite students introduced me to it,” Orodan said, fondly recalling Zukelmux and the goblin’s exotic cuisine. “Admittedly, the only cooking I did prior was in militia basic training, and that involved burning meat over a campfire. The archers and crossbows in our group did the hunting and skinning, and I don’t think I focused on it enough to get a skill then.”

“Well, yes, it’s nice to see that you can cook, but I meant doing normal mortal things,” Zaessythra said.

“Isn’t that a bit strange coming from an immortal half-dragon such as yourself?” Orodan asked. “Neither of us are really ‘mortal’ any longer.”

“True. Yet the ability to hold onto the vestiges of the simpler times is what separates a well-adjusted Transcendent from the bloodthirsty lunatics who’ll butcher entire worlds for entertainment,” she said. “I’ve lived for a long time. Do you think I remained sane by simply focusing on my power and self-growth?”

“Yes? Don’t get me wrong, a true warrior should also hone the mind in ways other than just combat, yet it’s still a process of constant refinement and self-growth,” Orodan said.

She shook her head and smiled.

“Sometimes, Orodan… you’re more a force of nature than a person. Especially when your mind is dead set on something and you start leaning into that bottomless determination of yours,” Zaessythra said. “Still, it’s nice to know that you can enjoy things for the sake of it sometimes. It helps you seem like less of a fantastical being brought to life, and more like Orodan Wainwright the idiot who enjoys fighting.”

“If you’re proposing that I feel no emotions, you’re mistaken,” Orodan said. “We’ve had this conversation before. I do care about things, and I feel emotions like anyone else does.”

“Such as when I’m hurt?” she asked.

“Quite so. And speaking of which, I’m still not enthused about that stunt you pulled back on Lonvoron,” Orodan said. “Jumping in front of a peak-Transcendent, really?”

“I’m not some fragile princess, Orodan. I’ve been waging war for a long time and have been through much blood and death.”

“Feh, that’s not what I meant, idiot,” Orodan said, for once turning the tables and referring to her as such. “If you’re going to die, go die for yourself. At least that way I won’t feel as bad. Duel a mighty foe and die on your feet because you chose to do it.”

“Heh… I had your ire figured wrong. So, all this time what you really had an issue with…”

“Is the fact that you keep throwing yourself in front of attacks meant for me,” Orodan finished. “I’m starting to get a little tired of people getting themselves killed on my behalf. First, it was Adeltaj. Then it was you, and it’s looking to be you yet again if you keep this up.”

“What can I say? I have a natural tendency for acts of courage and daring,” she replied with a smirk. “Try not to swoon too hard over my heroics.”

Orodan simply rolled his eyes at her dramatics.

“Quit stealing my glorious deaths,” Orodan said. “I’m the time looper, you’re not.”

“Yes, which is why protecting you is rather important, isn’t it?” she asked. “Where would I be right now without the mighty time looper?”

“Zaessythra… you should prioritize yourself fi⁠—”

“And if you prioritized yourself first, I’d still be a book, likely within the vault held by those pegasi,” she cut off. “Do you think yourself the only one who can feel debt and gratitude? Come now, Orodan, see beyond just yourself.”

Orodan could say little in response, for she was right.

If someone had saved him multiple times, he’d feel immense gratitude and work to protect them. Thus, he could only admit to his blindness in not seeing that Zaessythra was doing the same.

“We’re caught in a bind then, aren’t we? We’ve both bailed one another out a few times, and this argument will go on forever as we take turns complaining about each other’s reckless behavior,” Orodan said.

“Indeed. Quite the bind we’re in,” she said. “Doomed to a fate of looking out for one another, forever.”

Yet, it had no heat to it. And even Orodan found himself not seeing a problem with this ‘bind.’

How horrible, to complain about each other risking their lives for the other till the end of time.

There were certainly worse binds to find oneself in.

Of course, there was a good chance Orodan wouldn’t have to worry about such things at all two weeks from now. When doom and an opponent who could break galaxies came for him.
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“Ser Wainwright, are you and your companions ready?” King Alstatyn asked.

“Of course. A trip into the neutral city of Druhmiyan where the council of the Hells is held and every noble house of the Arch-Devils has a base of power,” Zaessythra said. “Who needs preparation for such a thing?”

“Analysis: Odds of success with Orodan Wainwright – nil. Odds of success without Orodan Wainwright – minimal.”

“I’d normally say the jest is a poor one, but you are going to try and be diplomatic, aren’t you, Orodan?” Zhou Shan asked. “I don’t think my heart can take it if I hear you’ve come back having declared war upon all of the Hells.”

“You lot have no faith in me…” Orodan muttered. “What’s the worst that happens? I make a few enemies and then proceed to fight my way out?”

“Or you get everyone killed and add another enemy to this war of ours?” Zaessythra posed.

“On the contrary, the Captain-General and myself would not complain if you antagonized the devils and caused mayhem,” Lady Sujana said.

“Of course you wouldn’t,” Orodan said. “My position on the matter still stands. I have no interest in purifying the devils and demons as a race.”

“Of course…” she replied.

Still, for once, Orodan found himself agreeing with the viewpoint of these overly stuffy Conclave knights. It wasn’t that he had an especial hatred of devils.

Orodan did love a good fight. And devils were known to take challenges to themselves seriously and honor the tradition of duels. Furthermore, Druhmiyan had an interesting law that Orodan had read about prior.

The law which stated disputes and legal matters could be settled through trial by combat or honor duels.

In other words. Might makes right.

Orodan was a staunch believer in the notion that without strength, one’s morals and ideals were useless and unenforceable.

It was time then, to go raise hell in the Hells.


Chapter 20
Raising Hells


“Dimensional splicer activated. Resistance not detected,” the world core of X2 said. “Travel to dimensional layer, designation: Third Hell, now available.”

“Remember, you’ll have a slight bit of travel before you reach Druhmiyan, through some wild territory,” Zhou Shan said. And it was interesting to think that the Hells had areas considered wild versus civilized. “The Unity and the Hegemony are the only two factions in the galaxy who the devils have granted this access to, and even then, only into a select region of the third layer of the Hells.”

“What’s there to be concerned about? We’ll just give anything threatening us a beating,” Orodan said.

“Well… I suppose travelers at your level of power need not worry. Still, the outskirts of the Third Hell where you’re venturing are full of wild demons and dangerous habitats. No other place within our galaxy is quite so volatile and full of danger during travel,” Zhou Shan explained.

Indeed, the High Sovereign gave a fair warning. Orodan had done some reading about the Hells prior. Even before this long loop of his, the Hells were known in the myths and legends of Alastaia. Many centuries ago, a large undertaking had taken place, and the seventh layer of Hell was scoured and purged by the Conclave. It did this by using a device to open thousands upon thousands of dimensional portals into that layer, with each of these layers leading to an independent world.

One of the worlds, which had gotten caught up and inadvertently assisted the Conclave as a result, was his homeworld of Alastaia.

And the accounts of what the Alastaians encountered were warning enough, and this was merely in the seventh layer of Hell. To venture into the third layer where some travel was involved before reaching the neutral city of Druhmiyan? It wasn’t a safe trip by any means.

For the average traveler, at least.

Orodan, Zaessythra, and W78 were far from average.

“How does this dimensional splicer work?” Orodan asked.

“Splicer operation begins once specific frequency is inputted. Device targets dimensional layer based upon inputted data,” the command nexus, world core of X2, said.

“An intricate device. The Hells trusted you with the coordinates, but how does the device work internally?” Orodan asked.

“Information: Runic cipher.”

“Just like the dwarven runes then… interesting,” Orodan muttered. More and more he was considering the idea of studying these runes. Of course, it would be a long journey, and he had yet to fully understand the basic Enchanting skill, which he felt was a pre-requisite in the matter.

“You can gawk at runes upon your return,” Zaessythra said. “For now, the Hells await.”

“And… be careful, Orodan. While Devil King Gutriyaz and his faction has agreed to set aside their immediate animosity in favor of seeing what you might be capable of, I have heard that his rival, Devil King Saathmaraz, the one which ran from us, is not,” the prince warned. “Gutriyaz is quick to hate, but will simmer down and be willing to listen to reason just as quickly. He also possesses a sense of honor. Saathmaraz, however… be careful. That one was willing to blow up a soul nexus to try and get you.”

Warning heeded.

Without any further ado, the three of them stepped into the shimmering yet stable passage created by the dimensional splicer. The Hells were an entirely separate dimension, and consequently, one needed to utilize dimensional travel to get to and from them. Spatial travel methods only worked within the same dimension one was in; attempts to use spatiomancy from one dimension to another ended in failure, although Orodan had yet to truly try and force the issue.

Unlike his trip to Narictus, where they’d also used dimensional travel, this one wasn’t quite so bad in terms of the wobbling and stepping into multiple different dimensions before finally arriving. Rather, they stepped forward, and in a singular motion, arrived at their destination.

The first thing Orodan saw were flames. Lots and lots of flame.

The large chamber they found themselves in had braziers of hellfire lining the walls and chandeliers dangling from the ceiling. From his battle against Devil King Saathmaraz, he knew these maroon flames were hellfire, and they were normally supposed to be absorptive of light, incapable of giving off any luminosity of their own, as the shadows cast by them were unnaturally dark.

“Didn’t know hellfire could illuminate a room,” Orodan muttered.

“Only at our command, human. Intruders arriving here will have a less than pleasant time. Have you perhaps taken a wrong turn?”

The voice was deep and guttural, inhuman. Rather similar to the other Devil Kings he’d met before. And it belonged to a hulking Arch-Devil with multiple horns protruding from their head. He wasn’t sure if their species had genders, but this one looked to have a more feminine figure than the two other Devil Kings he’d encountered. Not that it meant this Arch-Devil was any less physically imposing as a result. If anything, it looked bigger and mightier than any other Arch-Devil or demon he’d met before.

“No. We’re definitely in the right place,” Orodan said. “We’re headed for the neutral city of Druhmiyan, to meet with the council of the Hells.”

“Ah, the diplomatic party I was told to expect, here at Devil King Gutriyaz’s behest. Only three of you? A half-dragon, the taskmaster, and the time looper himself,” the Arch-Devil remarked. “I am Lavilaraaz, Keeper of the Bargain Gate. Wild beasts, independent tribes of demons, and the occasional sweeping raid by illegal cults; I hope you came prepared, for the journey to Druhmiyan may prove a bit… perilous, and we have no escort on hand to see you safely to the city.”

“A bit of battle would only liven up our travels!”

“We’re here on a task, Orodan…”

“Analysis: Odds of mission success swiftly deteriorating.”

Orodan could only grumble at his companions’ complaints. What was the issue with enjoying a good fight? Sure, they were on a mission, but that didn’t mean enjoying the sights and fights along the way was prohibited. How often did he get the chance to traverse such a hostile environment and find strong foes?

The Arch-Devil Gatekeeper laughed.

“I see what they said about you isn’t inaccurate now, is it? Perhaps those quibbling idiots in Druhmiyan could use a good Blooding.”
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After a wonderful journey through exotic climates which involved much interaction with the local flora and fauna, their party arrived. Past forests of soul-devouring trees, beyond deserts of flesh-shredding sand, and farther than the canyons of demonic rock where gigantic vortexes of hellfire swirled. After all that, lay the city of Druhmiyan.

There was distance to cover yet. And normally a city wouldn’t be visible from so far away. Except for the minor detail that Druhmiyan was high in the sky, floating in the air, held aloft by a gigantic crystal propelling hellfire downwards, scorching the ground beneath it.

“At last, we’re here,” Orodan said.

“Don’t you dare speak as though you haven’t been the sole reason we’re a day later than planned,” Zaessythra said. “You’re lucky I accounted for your stupid proclivities and we began a day earlier.”

“We’re not even that late!” Orodan protested.

“Information: Predicted travel time – twelve hours. Actual travel time – thirty-six hours,” W78 called out.

That traitor…

“Alright, so I may have fought a few more creatures and people than intended,” Orodan admitted. “Is there anything wrong with enjoying the sights and getting to know the locals?”

“You call wandering off and slaughtering three entire tribes of hell wolves, getting to know the locals?” Zaessythra said.

“What was I supposed to do? They attacked me and refused to retreat,” Orodan defended.

“You then killed almost a dozen demonic sandworms…”

“Which again, was a case of self-defense,” Orodan said. “Not my fault they lack a sense of self-preservation.”

“…and proceeded to take an hour harvesting meat, scales, and blood from the corpses.”

“Which netted me the Butchering and Skinning skills! Plus, they look like they’d make for a tasty meal…” Orodan trailed off.

“Those things look disgusting, nobody’s going to eat those,” she rebuked.

Orodan dismissed her ignorant comments. What would she know about exotic cuisines and fine dining?

“That’s your subjective view and not representative of the truth.”

“Your horrid palate aside, let’s not forget the crowning achievement of our trek,” Zaessythra added, in a grandiose and sarcastic manner. “How you decided to track the cultists who tried attacking us back to their base, and then proceeded to butcher them all once you found out they were complicit in ritual torture and sacrifice.”

“I don’t see the issue with that. They ritually slaughter people, and then someone like me comes by and executes them. It was entirely fair,” Orodan said. “Don’t tell me you disagree with that?”

“Who cares if some stupid cultists died at your hands? They deserved it, but that’s not the point,” she said. “We’re a full day late, and even if I accounted for it, the planned meeting with the council starts in four hours. And what really irks me… is that you could’ve just used a damned Spatial Fold to cut the journey short. I was fine with you exploring, I humored it because, why not? But you could at least try to respect the time frame we’re on.”

“Isn’t spatiomancy in the Hells supposed to be incredibly difficult if not outright impossible due to the shifting spatial currents?” Orodan asked.

“Yes, for anyone else. Lest you forget, you’re the walking, talking impossibility that is Orodan Wainwright,” Zaessythra flippantly countered. “Any more dumb excuses?”

Orodan shook his head.

“You’re right. I won’t make excuses… I’m the reason we’re late, and I can only apologize,” Orodan said. “Was the trek harsh on you?”

“Most things here are beyond just unsightly, they’re an eyesore. Long have I heard about the Hells, but to actually see it with my own eyes is an experience I won’t forget,” Zaessythra said. “But, I’m no whining nag. It’s not the journey which annoys me…”

“What is it then?”

“The fact that the mighty Orodan Wainwright rushed ahead and stole almost every kill,” she said while glaring at him. “Did you not think my sword was thirsty for some blood as well?”

“Well damn… I suppose I did get rather carried away, didn’t I?”

She rolled her eyes.

“This has been a nice little outing which I can admit to enjoying,” she said. “But we’re not here to play around. Soon, something horrible will come for you. Can you really afford to be gallivanting around like this? You forget sometimes, Orodan, that the rest of us are burdened by very natural things like a concern for the future.”

Orodan hadn’t even considered that Zaessythra might be under a lot of duress at the thought of the oncoming foe.

He had been stupid.

“You’re right… I shouldn’t have made light of your time and commitment in coming with me,” he said. “I can only take responsibility for my idiocy and try to make things right.”

“Idiot, just get a move on… and don’t die at the end of all this…” she muttered quietly.

Orodan didn’t reply, he simply looked forward and continued walking the short remaining distance.

Druhmiyan was a city of Arch-Devils that floated in the sky, due to the enormous propulsion of maroon hellfire coming out the bottom of the giant red crystal the city was mounted atop of. Orodan thought the city would fly up and away into the void if not for the two massive chains keeping it connected to the ground.

The Hells weren’t a part of the material plane. Still under the influence of the System, but not reachable through conventional travel. Beyond the skies above, lay the ‘void’ which had a seemingly endless number of floating landmasses and captured worlds that the Devil Kings had conquered and absorbed into the Hells. The floating gigantic landmasses held ecologies and occasional bits of hellish civilization of their own. Similarly, Druhmiyan itself was chained to one of these floating landmasses.

“They say this is the real seat of power within the Hells,” Zaessythra said. “The first layer and the Citadel of Sin are more of a military stronghold, while this is where all the politicking occurs. Schemes are carried out, souls sold… and deals made with the devils.”

“In other words, a den of backstabbing worms who’ll enjoy speaking in circles?” Orodan asked. “I’m disliking the thought already.”

“Expand your horizons a little. Life isn’t just about beating your enemies over the head and standing above their broken corpses,” she rebuked. “There is more depth to politics, negotiating, and striking deals than you would think.”

“Perhaps. Yet at the end of the day, all deals and bargains are made under the threat of violence and power. Whether explicit or implied,” Orodan countered. “These devils can only make deals because they have strength which must be respected. And those seeking the security in such deals only do so because they lack direct strength.”

“It isn’t that simple. Alliances based on mutual aid and the shoring up of one another’s weaknesses exist,” Zaessythra said. “A faction known for their craftsmanship and powerful economy isn’t weak for allying with a militarily powerful one.”

“And yet, if both of these factions had enough power, such an alliance wouldn’t strictly be necessary,” Orodan said. “My words might seem crude, and in a sense, they are, yet there’s some truth in what I say. Economics, military might, diplomacy, there are multiple avenues of strength, yet in the end it’s what everything boils down to.”

“Your philosophy is heavily colored by your uniquely mad drive for battle, alongside your rough upbringing,” Zaessythra said. “Still, there’s a kernel of truth in what you say. Even then, Druhmiyan isn’t all politicking and subterfuge. The laws of this city allow for trials by combat and honor duels. Something a good portion of the population are reported to engage in. I’m certain you’ll enjoy that aspect of it.”

“Good, I can’t wait!”

“Do try to rein yourself in a bit though. We’re here to help restore this Script King, meet with Devil King Gutriyaz, and then the Council of Devil Kings. And throughout that, hopefully avoid the machinations of Devil King Saathmaraz who already set plenty of traps for us thus far,” Zaessythra said. The cultists had tried plenty of mental, soul, and disease-based assaults, and a quick scouring of their minds revealed the mastermind funding them. “We’ll need to not only appear strong, but also mitigate the fact that we’re coming to the Hells to ask them to remain neutral in the first place. Wantonly going around causing a ruckus will only make them think we’re desperate and making a display of rattling our sabers.”

“But wouldn’t that be the ideal scenario?” Orodan asked. “What better way to project strength than by doing exactly that? It would show that we’re not concerned about the consequences.”

“I could go on and on about how that line of thinking can have some long-term consequences, but I suspect my words would be wasted upon you,” she replied wearily.

“Information: Destination – Druhmiyan, within range. Multiple signatures approaching,” W78 said.

A squad of flying demons headed by an Arch-Devil approached.

The area directly under Druhmiyan was a glassed crater which would doubtlessly be mined for precious volcanic rock and fought over by various local factions when the city moved on to another location. It was practically lifeless, for not even the hardier demons and Arch-Devils could survive the powerful hellfire propelling the city upwards and keeping it airborne.

It was devoid of life save one kind… hellfire elementals.

Orodan had seen a spirit mage once upon a time on Alastaia; Elidibus Astarti, during the Inter-Academy Tournament on Alastaia. And he’d encountered a few during the various battles he’d been in since. They weren’t the mightiest of mages, and the ones worth any salt in battle relied first on their own power and then used the summoned spirits as a supplement.

But where did the summoned spirits and elementals come from? From dimensions and astral planes, one of the largest ones being the Hells. Elementals of various flavors were common in the fifth and sixth layers of the Hells, but even among them, hellfire elementals were exceedingly rare.

Regular fire elementals would almost always be absorbed into the hellfire and lose themselves entirely. A select few, however, adapted and overcame the hellish flames, becoming hellfire elementals. Groups of them flitted about the stream of maroon flames keeping Druhmiyan aloft. And they were a matter of some interest to the demonic city’s inhabitants, as young demons were, under the supervision of elder handlers, attempting to cajole the elemental beings into leaving the stream and potentially becoming a familiar for them. Still, the occasional hellfire elemental would get rowdy and need a beating, which was why a heavy guard presence commanded by an Arch-Devil was required.

It was this Arch-Devil who’d diverted a good portion of the hellish guard and was now approaching Orodan. It looked rather angry.

“I’m no expert on Arch-Devil facial expressions, but given how angered the commander looks, it’s safe to say we aren’t getting a procession of flowers and trumpets,” Orodan joked.

“Given how close we are to the meeting we’re supposed to have, do you blame them?”

Not really. He couldn’t.

“A human, a half-dragon, and one of our metallic friends from the Unity,” the Arch-Devil commander said. “Your presence was expected a day ago. Is there a reason for such… delay?”

“We make no excuses for our tardiness, unexpected events occurred during the course of our travels,” Zaessythra said.

“It’s my fault, actually,” Orodan said. “I ended up getting into a few more fights than planned. Wolves, worms, and a cult. I was engaged in a bit more killing than strictly necessary.”

He could’ve used spatiomancy too, or at least attempted it. But the battles took up his notice and nobody bothered to remind him. He decided not to throw any comments towards Zaessythra and why she hadn’t spoken up earlier if they were indeed running so late. Orodan couldn’t confirm it, but he had a hunch she enjoyed watching the butchery more than she let on.

The Arch-Devil looked to his right and gestured for another demon to speak.

“Lord Valmoraaz… the human speaks true,” spoke one of the nearby demons, a fat bull demon, the likes of which he’d fought within the Ascendent Sword Cluster. “Our scouts reported a number of hell wolves fleeing the area and attempting to migrate further west. Our script-bearers also picked up dimensional phase spiders entering and migrating into the stretch of desert on the route from the Bargain Gate.”

“Which shouldn’t be possible when those things are naught but tasty treats for the sandworms. Which means the worms lay dead,” the Arch-Devil Valmoraaz said. “And my ears within the cults tell me of the utter silence of the one nearest us to the south. Hmm… I see. They didn’t just send any human did they? The whispers from the material plane reach our ears, and the mortals often clamor about a man who goes about seeking battle like a crazed berserker. And that he is a time looper.”

“That would be me. Orodan Wainwright,” he introduced. “I’m in a⁠—”

“A time loop, yes, yes,” Zaessythra interrupted. “With how often you say it, everyone and their grandmother knows. Anyhow, we come on business and have a meeting with your council.”

“We were forewarned of your arrival, half-dragon. You may enter,” Lord Valmoraaz spoke. “Go ahead into the city. And take care not to attract any undue attention. Many denizens of Druhmiyan are often looking to prey upon newcomers with nefarious bargains… Try not to sell your soul to a devil, hahahaha!”

“With this stubborn fool, I have no concerns of any such deal ever going through,” Zaessythra said. “Or any deal occurring for that matter…”

She muttered the last part quietly, though Orodan overheard her. Melodramatic, in his opinion.

Still, they walked forward as the group of demons guarding the outskirts and flame pillar of Druhmiyan made way for them. The two gigantic chains which tethered the city to the ground and its current location were also the points through which people would enter. The chains were embedded deep into the ground, and a crew of gigantic hulking ogres stood ready to either insert the chains or pull them out when the city was ready to depart. Next to them, a teleporter was set up, and foot traffic could be seen coming and going under the vicious and scrutinizing gaze of demon guards.

“Before you go, time looper. Just be aware that many in this city harbor feelings of unease towards you,” Lord Valmoraaz said. “And for some, it’s a feeling of outright hostility. Especially for those affiliated or friendly with Devil King Saathmaraz’s faction. Word of your… purification abilities, has spread.”

“I have no intention of purifying anyone of their core being. The Conclave and I share a mutual foe in the Hegemony, that’s the extent of our relationship,” Orodan said. “Why tell me all this?”

“I tell you this because my faction leader, Devil King Gutriyaz, is quite interested in seeing you succeed in what you claim to be capable of. But I expect his rivals will not want that to be realized,” Lord Valmoraaz answered. “Hmm… but I suppose it is good to hear I will not have my demonhood stripped away this day.”

“How much opposition can I expect to face? If these Devil Kings are at one another’s throats, will they have time for me?” Orodan asked.

“Indeed. Any Devil King of note maintains holdings, businesses, and influence within this city,” the Arch-Devil said. “The Citadel of Sin is where the power of our military lies and the Overking maintains his personal forces. But this city is where all devils gather. Be warned, time looper, my liege is powerful, but not the mightiest of the Devil Kings. Devil King Saathmaraz’s faction is also of note, but nothing concerning in the grand game. What you should be more concerned about is the Script King deciding to take a vested interest in you. He… has violent methods of evaluating people.”

“Fantastic… all these powerful devils, lining up for a good fig⁠—”

“What he means to say,” Zaessythra interrupted, “is that we will be treading diplomatically. Thank you, Lord Valmoraaz.”

Orodan rolled his eyes at her diplomacy, but supposed he should allow her to take the lead most of the time.

“A soul-sworn loyal to my liege will be waiting up on the city to guide you,” Lord Valmoraaz said. “Take caution not to venture too far. The agents of rival Devil Kings are always seeking an opportunity to get one over us. Devil King Gutriyaz’s invitation of you has not gone unnoticed. Some of the factions dislike you, but they’re among the minority of your potential enemies. Those wanting to take my liege down a notch are the more numerous group by far.”

Orodan could only smile.

That sounded positively fun.
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Stepping through the teleporter wasn’t anything special. Orodan had walked through many before, and the spatiomancy and craftsmanship was nothing noteworthy.

It was after stepping through that the wonders began.

“Information: Multiple scan attempts detected. All unknown scan attempts blocked,” W78 said.

Of course they would try to scan them.

The area he, Zaessythra, and W78 had stepped onto was a platform on the lowest part of the city. Ahead of them, gigantic walls and a massive gate. Atop these walls were crenellations and battlements staffed with hundreds of defenders. Besieging Druhmiyan by stepping through their teleporters, was a fool’s endeavor. The teleporter they’d come through wasn’t the guard checkpoint, ahead of them was the real one. And it looked prepared to lay an absolute barrage of lethal fire upon any unauthorized arrivals.

The foot traffic going to and from the gates toward the chain teleporters leading to the ground was sparse. Most civilians and non-combatants within Druhmiyan weren’t capable of nor expected to brave the harsh environment and monsters on the ground of the landmasses of the third layer of Hell. Among those going to and from were demons, Arch-Devils… and humans, elves, dwarves, vampires, and even a half-dragon.

The walls were made of a black stone which looked very reinforced. And built in a manner suspiciously similar to dwarven craft.

“They say the dwarves are the finest builders in the universe,” Orodan remarked. “That wall would beg to differ.”

“That’s because the dwarves did build these walls. The devils are nothing if not obscenely wealthy, and flashing some riches in front of the dwarves’ noses was enough to have the bearded sops making deals with devils,” Zaessythra said. Perhaps she was a bit biased against the mountain-dwelling race, given how they aided her enemies in destroying her world. “Demonkind isn’t bad at building, but their true specialties lay in other things.”

Like the possession and soul-binding Devil King Saathmaraz was capable of. Or the hellfire he’d encountered when facing Devil King Gutriyaz. And another thing he was seeing now… script-bearers.

“An interesting form of body enchantment,” Orodan remarked.

“More an exercise in self-mutilation in my opinion, but a madman like you may see it differently,” she replied.

The approaching gate-captain wasn’t a demon, but a rather gaunt human.

The stereotype of the Hells being full of demons and the wicked was a commonly held belief upon Alastaia, yet the truth was that devil society simply wouldn’t function without civility and healthy social bonds. Arch-Devils were simply too few in number, and even all the other species of demon together were too few. The Arch-Devils as a race would have fallen long ago if they were too prejudiced to accept humans and other races into their fold. The lure of riches and the unique skills of the Hells meant that many beings from other races were all too happy to join hands.

Whether they joined on a contractual basis in exchange for something, or simply immigrated permanently, the Hells had a sizeable non-demonic population. Even worlds which were conquered and absorbed into the Hells had their populations peacefully and amicably assimilated in the overwhelming majority of cases.

The woman didn’t appear tortured, or unhappy, and a scan with Vision of Purity revealed no shackles or insidious influences upon her soul. What stood out rather starkly though, was the thousands of small scars, wounds, and cuts upon her skin. Some were old and scarred, some scabbed over, and some actively bleeding. They all looked self-inflicted.

The important fact being that each and every wound was in the shape of a rune or sigil.

“The script looks familiar, yet different when compared against dwarven runes,” Orodan said. “And the energy flowing to and from the bleeding wounds is higher than those of the scarred ones. Intriguing… I wonder if blood magic is also at work.”

He also mentally cross-compared it with Alastaian enchantment script, which seemed inferior by comparison. And then, with the glyphs and sigils of the System, and very vaguely he felt there might be a similarity, but the System’s language seemed a far more evolved form of whatever these script-bearers were attempting. There were levels to this, and it seemed that not all magical script languages were equal.

Reflections on the script aside, the woman who bore it upon her skin, the script-bearer, didn’t appear bothered by the bleeding. It wasn’t a fatal rate of bleeding by any means, and Orodan felt even the lower levels of Pain Resistance would allow for the disregard of discomfort. And even the Initiate-level in some form of self-healing would allow for sustainability.

The approaching gate-captain overheard his questions, and decided to answer them herself.

“It is. The sacred script of our forebears, though an honor to bear upon my skin, still requires a source of energy to empower it,” the gate-captain said. “Some do this through mana, others through soul energy. And others still through a more personal source of power…”

“Blood magic, which draws from your own vitality,” Orodan finished. “Or that of others.”

“I sense a great deal of vitality within you as well, time looper. Perhaps you might consider dabbling in the arts yourself?” she asked.

“Too nefarious for my liking. I have no interest in butchering innocents to use their blood,” Orodan said.

“It need not be so sinister. Many blood magicians among us are staunch warriors with a deep sense of honor,” she clarified. “The only blood they use, their own. And often to devastating effect in empowering their own blows.”

Something to consider, for another loop at least. While Orodan didn’t see himself throwing streams of blood against an opponent, the idea of drawing power from his own to strengthen himself didn’t seem like the worst concept. An exceedingly dangerous notion, which was why the overwhelming majority of blood mages used the blood of others; their own only being an option as a last resort. But when one had the endless energy and ability to recover vitality like Orodan did, it could be another avenue of power.

“I’ll think on it. For now, we have business within Druhmiyan,” Orodan said. “Lord Valmoraaz on the ground has allowed us entry.”

“And Lord Valmoraaz did not say your metallic companion from the Unity would be hindering our scanning attempts,” the gate-captain challenged. “All entrants to Druhmiyan must undergo a scan. This city is neutral and open to select factions from our universe, but not without safeguards.”

“Information: Scanning targets identified as mind and soul. Analysis: Likelihood of deception – high.”

The gate-captain grimaced, but remained unwilling to back down.

“I know not of what you speak. Refusing to submit to scans will result in your eviction from the city,” she said.

In the distance, Orodan could see a slender, tree-like being fast approaching their position from behind the gate-captain. Perhaps this was the guide Lord Valmoraaz had mentioned?

In any case, he was tired of games.

“Information: Risk of confidential data breach – high. Risk of further tampering – high. Scan permission – denied,” W78 ominously said. “Solution: Cessation of diplomatic contact.”

Zaessythra seemed angered as well.

“Surely you do not mean to force us to bare ourselves to a scan? There’s simply no way w⁠—”

“I challenge you to a duel for the right to scan me.”

Silence met his proclamation, and he sensed a small trickle of dirty mana leave a ring on the gate-captain’s finger as her face held a look of concern.

The only noise he heard… was the loud and drawn out sigh of resignation from Zaessythra.

“What manner of farce is this? You cannot simply challenge us to a duel for the right to do our duties,” the gaunt script-bearer said.

“I can. I’ve been reading up on the laws of Druhmiyan. According to the Proclamations of the Council, when honor is challenged or grievances are aired, either party may demand an honor duel or a trial by combat,” Orodan stated.

“This is not a matter of honor or a grievance! We are simply doing our duty! Look, if it means so much to you, we can simply waive the matter and allow you entry,” the gate-captain said, backing down. “I see rumors of your brash nature were not exaggerated. I am unwilling to engage you lest we risk a city-wide Blooding. My superiors wil⁠—”

“No. I demand a duel here and now,” Orodan declared, caring not one whit about how the approaching demons and humans stiffened. “Not a matter of honor or a grievance? You speak incorrectly on both counts. Your hidden motives in attempting to scan us are plain to see, thus I declare your honor worthless. And for wasting my time with such pointless drivel, you’ve inflicted a grievance. Now draw your weapon and fight me, or receive a beating where you stand.”

The script-bearer was startled speechless by Orodan’s proclamation. The other demons were silent too.

“This is… I must summon my superior. This is a matter of Devil King Egrimaaz’s honor, and his loyal captains will want to fight you in his stead,” the gate-captain said. “As for myself, I’m woefully unprepared to face you, time looper. I was simply following the orders of my liege.”

“So what? Your words and actions are duplicitous, without a beating you’ll not learn to amend your ways,” Orodan said.

“Y-you would kill me?”

The woman was but a Grandmaster. He would feel no threat with even a thousand of her arrayed against him.

In response, Orodan simply raised his right hand into the air, looking down upon the smaller woman with an intimidating gaze. His eyes crackled with power, and the hand came down like the blade of an executioner…

…to deliver an open-palm slap to the back of her head. The script-bearer yelped in surprise more than pain, and appeared embarrassed to have been cuffed on the back of the head so publicly like a naughty child being disciplined.

“Let the sting of that blow remain fresh in your memory as you call your betters. And let the one who gave you such an order know that I consider them a spineless cretin who dares not approach to do the deed themselves,” Orodan declared. “Now then, I have pressing business within Druhmiyan. Does anyone else wish to force the matter of a scan?”

The demons and other devil-allied beings upon the walls and among the approaching party were silent. Save one; the tree-like being with bark-like skin who had been fast approaching earlier.

“Time looper… my liege has been expecting you, please, let us make haste for his location immediately!” the plant-like being spoke. “The agents of the other Devil Kings will hear about this incident very soon, and we must make haste to avoid⁠—”

“Avoid? Why would I want to avoid anything? Them hearing about it is exactly what I want,” Orodan said. “Instead of me going to the diplomacy, it’s better to allow the diplomacy to come to me.”

Honestly. When he’d learned there were multiple factions and much politicking involved, Orodan dreaded the thought of such boring work. But with the unique laws in place within Druhmiyan, who needed to engage in politics? Rather than seeking out allied factions, why not have all of his enemies come to him? Much easier to deal with them that way.

“But that will… that will cause a Blooding!” the guide exclaimed. “We haven’t had one for a million years!”

The Blooding. A unique phenomenon within Druhmiyan when either an honor duel or a trial by combat escalated into an unstoppable chain of such challenges and duels in which a large number of powerful people died and the ensuing power vacuum was ferociously fought over.

Usually, honor duels were carefully chosen, and most people were smart and picked their battles. Killing someone whose close friend or family would then challenge you to a duel wasn’t typically done, and one had to bear the repercussions for winning in mind. However, when a particularly powerful person came along, and people saw fit to continually challenge them… a Blooding could occur and leave much to be gained in the aftermath.

After all, the last Blooding resulted in the crowning of the current Overking of the Hells.

And in Orodan’s opinion…

“How about we have another one?”
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“Little wonder that Arch-Devil we met seemed annoyed. There was no hiding the anger on his face,” Orodan said.

“Devil King Gutriyaz had to arrange the time carefully to ensure Lord Valmoraaz was stationed by the crystalfire stream upon your arrival. Plenty of rival Devil Kings were eager to see you harassed, attacked, or denied entry altogether,” the guide said. “Having your travel delayed by an entire day was not good news, and required an additional few favors to the watch-commander’s faction in recompense for keeping our loyal Arch-Devil there.”

Which had Orodan feeling slightly bad for his gallivanting about the environs, but he wasn’t about to reverse time to undo the blunder.

“I’m surprised you aren’t raising more of a protest about this, Zaessythra,” Orodan said. “Fallen into my way of thinking, have you?”

“Don’t assume such things. That scarred lackey who tried forcing a scan upon us still has me in a bad mood, that’s all,” Zaessythra said. “I still think this is entirely stupid… but there’s… potential, in this entrance of ours.”

The compliment came out most reluctantly, but that was a start.

“Might I again reiterate how inadvisable this course of action is?” the guide said. “Word of you and your deeds has spread far and wide, and I have no doubt you might be able to accomplish what you’re aiming for, but a Blooding will have repercussions lasting millennia for the Hells and shape the political landscape for a long time. There are also some mighty peak-Transcendents and Gods among your potential challengers.”

“All the better, I say,” Orodan dismissed.

“Your plans are usually foolish, but in this case, we’ve overawed the populace and any spectators into spreading word for us,” Zaessythra said. “In a sense, simply walking through the city after such a show of disrespect is a message.”

She wasn’t wrong. Passersby, demons and otherwise, were giving them a wide berth, and many pointed and whispered, particularly at him. If the messengers who’d doubtlessly run off to report his show of disrespect couldn’t do it… then these whispering civilians certainly would.

His upbringing on Alastaia had taught him that the Hells were cruel, fiery, and full of murderous demons and the wicked. Yet, the existence of Druhmiyan shattered the final vestiges of that stereotype within his mind.

Sure, the streets were paved of sinister-looking dark rock, and nefarious towers and braziers of hellfire lined the roads at key intersections, but that was the extent of it. The Hells, particularly most of the other floating cities and conquered worlds, weren’t a bad place to live from what he’d read. Conquered worlds had their populations peacefully and amicably assimilated the overwhelming majority of the time, and life went on and even prospered under the rule of the Devil Kings. Druhmiyan was no exception.

Traffic consisted of demons and other races, on-foot, or via carriage drawn by lumbering beasts known as shadow oxen, which had an eerie aura of darkness but seemed friendly enough. Additionally, demons and humans often co-mingled, to the point that he even saw friends and lovers walking around together across species lines. Of course, the oddity was that there were no children in sight.

“No families in this part of town?” Orodan asked.

“Children are rare in this city, my lord. The environment not conducive for the fostering of the ‘family’ you humans prize,” the guide answered. “Druhmiyan is a center of political importance, and the laws permitting honor duels mean there’s often violence upon the streets. In comparison, other floating cities are safer, and conquered worlds under the rule of a Devil King are the ideal place for children to be raised. Almost all of Druhmiyan’s populace are some manner of specialist or combatant, even the civilians. They work here and their families live elsewhere.”

If anyone told the old Orodan—before the time loops—that a world conquered and absorbed into the Hells was the best place to raise a child, he’d have laughed at them. Yet, once one cut through all the nonsensical literature the Conclave put out as propaganda, the Hells honestly seemed a decent place.

A better place to grow up than Ogdenborough, anyways.

They continued down the roads of Druhmiyan, walking at a leisurely pace and taking in the sights until the foot traffic itself changed in composition. The average person walking by now looked wealthier, their clothes more opulent. A human wearing an ostentatiously glittering ensemble of jewelry passed by, followed by two bull demon guards wearing gleaming armor. The guards and man both gave Orodan a wide berth, and he was certain they’d sent word to someone, given the faint pulse of mana he felt leave a necklace.

That aside, the streets now sported laborers—specialized ones since nobody in Druhmiyan was just a common worker—and craftspeople. It was clearly some kind of production district, likely where the goods were made.

“My lord, that was one of Devil King Saathmaraz’s storekeepers,” the guide said. And Orodan had to wonder how well-compensated the storekeepers were if they dressed so gaudy and had guards accompanying them. “He’ll have undoubtedly sent word to the Devil King himself!”

“Looking forward to it,” Orodan said, ignoring the guide’s stammers. “Is this where all the production occurs? I don’t see many storefronts here.”

Once the bark-skinned tree-man recovered, he clarified:

“Yes, my lord. These workshops are crewed by specialist crafters who turn many of the precious materials acquired into finished goods of tremendous value. The workshops would never sell the finished good directly to anyone and are required to turn their product over to the owners. The workshops are typically owned by wealthy Devil Kings and the skilled crafters, in their employ.”

Some of the workshops had open displays, allowing passersby to look into them, and Orodan saw the scene of an Arch-Devil blacksmith working alongside hellfire elementals to make weapons of great power. Assistants to the leading blacksmith worked tirelessly alongside their master, and the most junior of the blacksmiths did the hard labor of making the ingots.

It was impressive. And he supposed the sight of a workshop running was also a subtle display of the owner’s power. These buildings contained tremendous wealth, and were appropriately guarded, of course. He sensed a mid-Transcendent-level individual deeper inside the shops, not a crafter, but a combatant.

And it was coming for him.

It was at least fifteen feet tall, and the powerful muscles upon its frame practically rippled as it walked out of the workshop opening and approached.

“So this is the human who dares to disrespect Devil King Egrimaaz?” the Arch-Devil asked. “The others clamor to face you, but I, Garvoroz, Captain of the Second Forge, shall slay you for your insults. Duel me here and now, and face your death with courage.”

“Excellent, I’ll let you strike the first blow,” Orodan said. “You look strong, this is just what I need.”

“Your time looping nature does not elude me. Yet, I have also heard of your stubborn nature and dogged sense of honor,” the Arch-Devil said. “Is this the first time we’ve met?”

“Indeed, it is,” Orodan answered.

“Good. Then here and now, within this loop, I challenge you to a duel for the honor of my liege,” the Arch-Devil said. “No repeats. If you lose here, I expect you to honor your loss and leave Druhmiyan for good, in all of your loops moving forward!”

“I accept! Hit me already, and let us dispense with the talking and commence with the fighting,” Orodan challenged.

“Activate the mirror cage!” a nearby demon guard shouted, and something was deployed just moments before Garvoroz’s fist connected with Orodan’s face.

[Dimensionalism 28 → Dimensionalism 29]

The world shifted in a strange manner. They were still within Druhmiyan, yet nobody else was present. Essentially, they’d been dragged into a mirror of where they previously were, without the inhabitants.

Just in time for a giant fist to impact his face with a most brutal crack.

The buildings were heavily reinforced in Druhmiyan, yet the attack sent him through a dozen, and the shockwave of the strike blew apart a few more. Outside of the city, and in an environment where nothing had enhanced durability, that strike was likely to shatter half a moon.

[Iron Body 87 → Iron Body 88]

Orodan rose to his feet and had a smile on his face.

It was pure battle lust. Normally, Orodan would’ve defended, or perhaps even dodged. Yet the first strike of a battle between warriors was a special one, and this gigantic foe—who was the most physically imposing Arch-Devil he’d ever seen—stirred the desire to test his own physicality.

Still, it was lacking in raw killing power. Devil King Gutriyaz, who he’d fought so long ago, hit far harder, able to destroy the entirety of Alastaia’s moon in the attempt to kill Orodan.

“Not bad. My healing was almost too quick for me to notice, but you cracked my jaw for the briefest of instants,” Orodan said. “Since you insist on fighting bare-handed, so shall I.”

A Flash Strike brought him up to the Arch-Devil, and Orodan began grappling with it.

Orodan was nearing seven feet of height. This Arch-Devil was over twenty. The increased size meant his opponent was in fact physically stronger than Orodan. And it was a comical scene, a man attempting to tussle with an Arch-Devil twice, almost three times his size in a scramble of limbs.

Yet, there were benefits to such an arrangement.

[Physical Fitness 93 → Physical Fitness 94]

“My Unending Void Grappling will end your pitiful mission here!”

Orodan’s head was driven into the ground and he was thrown about like a ragdoll. Yet, the smile never left his face.

A battle of attrition then.

He would test how ‘unending’ this demon’s grappling truly was.
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“T-the cage is breaking!”

“Too much raw energy within!”

“Took you long enough, Orodan.”

These were among the things he heard as the world shifted around them once again. Not due to anything intentional, but due to how the amount of power he was throwing around was causing the dimensional boundaries of the mirror dimension to crack.

Thankfully, it was Orodan’s final All-Strike which obliterated almost half the Arch-Devil’s body that did the trick. The brutalized body of Garvoroz was flung out onto the streets of Druhmiyan like a ragdoll, as both the Arch-Devil and Orodan returned to the real world. Good thing that blow ended it. Continuing the battle within the actual city would’ve been a slight logistical annoyance and required the accounting of nearby innocents.

“Y-you… you won…” the Arch-Devil weakly said as its body slowly reformed despite the certainly fatal wounds anyone without the self-healing and resilience of its species would have suffered.

“It was an excellent battle. With how much magic and spellcraft I throw around nowadays, one might forget that I’m a warrior at heart,” Orodan said. “One more level in Physical Fitness, and two in Wrestling and Unarmed Combat. This has been fantastic.”

Indeed, fighting a mighty opponent that was far stronger helped him acquire insights and push his physical limits. It was harder to find that nowadays when a large portion of his opponents were either wary of the threat he posed in close combat or were simply unwilling to allow him any opportunities to battle due to knowing he was a time looper.

“It took you two hours, and we have two more remaining before our meeting,” Zaessythra said.

“And nobody else has shown up since?” Orodan asked, more than a little curious. “If they were intent on challenging me, they would’ve come by now, no?”

“My lord,” the guide spoke up. “Lord Garvoroz here is Devil King Egrimaaz’s mightiest subordinate, mightier than his own liege in some respects. I suspect the Devil King would be unwilling to challenge you now. Rather… a runner came by earlier bearing a message, saying that Devil King Egrimaaz wishes to meet you at the Parlor of Bargains.”

“The Parlor of Bargains?”

“The quintessential location for all contracts, negotiations, and disputes within our city. It lies at the heart of the Markets of Opulence.”

“In other words,” Zaessythra said, “your act of trundling about the city and causing trouble has made them look weak. In asking you to meet them there, they reassert a measure of control and will undoubtedly have many of their allies gathered to deal with you. Alongside an audience.”

“Come then, let’s be done with this stupidity,” Orodan said.

He cared not for those who required audiences and grand displays of power and audacity. Politics bored him, and he much preferred to beat his enemies over the head.

They continued down the roads toward the markets. And once more there was a subtle shift in the foot traffic as they went. Objectively, the humans, demons, and other races began looking more attractive. Some were dressed luxuriantly, others in a more provocative manner.

When he saw the first pair of elves waiting on a street corner, he had an inkling of what this district was about.

A particularly flamboyant bull demon walking down the road with an opulently dressed elven man and a gaudily dressed dwarven woman on either arm cemented it for him.

“We’re entering the Lanes of Lust now, my lord. Whatever your persuasion, there’s certain to be someone willing to humor your desires,” the guide said.

Workers whose trade was of a more intimate nature could be seen on the road side. Additionally, there were some rough-looking thugs bearing arms and armor who were around to ensure the workers were paid and no clients tried anything funny. Plus, there were armored guards and script-bearers patrolling the streets at regular intervals.

Passing through the Lanes of Lust was a necessity if one was to enter the Markets of Opulence, at least, from this side of Druhmiyan.

A rather provocatively dressed demon leered at him. Ashen skin, horns protruding from her head, and yet a feminine figure. And then suddenly… the demon turned away quickly, walking in an entirely different direction, as though afraid of something.

“I’m not that intimidating…” Orodan muttered, confused as he looked over his shoulder at Zaessythra, who was behind him. An oddly neutral smile on her face. “Right?”

“Not at all, Orodan, not at all.”

“Back home, nobody in that trade does it happily as their first choice. Leaves a foul taste in the mouth when you think about it,” Orodan added.

“Not the case in Druhmiyan, my lord,” the guide said. “The Lanes of Lust are strictly monitored and governed. Courtesan health and safety are taken seriously, and you’ll find that many of those in the profession have their own methods of seeking strength. While I admit, those from human lands often look down on them, it’s not frowned upon within our society.”

“Look down on them? Far from it,” Orodan clarified. “I grew up seeing many of those pushed into that trade. Unlike in this city, it wasn’t a happy life back in Ogdenborough. But, there was still resilience in them, and many oft worked a second trade to make ends meet.”

He wasn’t ignorant to the more clandestine parts of society. He had seen the excessively powdered and alluringly dressed men and women who would enter the tavern under Mount Castarian. He would occasionally see a few take a stop at the mayor’s mansion too. If he saw the herbalist’s daughter or the stable-boy from Scarmorrow during regular hours, he would pretend not to recognize them. Mainly because they didn’t want to be recognized.

People did what they had to in order to get by, and in places like Druhmiyan, in order to advance. A high level in such skills might even allow one to ensnare kings and queens.

Judgement was the farthest thing from his mind. If anything, that this city of demons took worker health seriously was something he could respect. After all, the whispers and criminal cases he’d read about in the bigger cities of the Republic back home were best left unsaid.

The workers in the Lanes of Lust gave Orodan a wide berth for some reason, until they got past the area at last and neared their destination. The building demarcating the two zones was a tavern of sorts. A lively place filled with demons and non-devils both.

“Craving battle? Desire endless riches? Want a large harem? Join Devil King Saathmaraz’s retinue today! Special sign-on bonuses and treasures included for Grandmasters and above!” a burly-looking bull demon recruiter cried out.

“Hate the Conclave? Want to do your part against their sanctimonious paladins? Wield weapons which can hold against their wicked light! Empowered by the crystalfire and forged by the hand of Talveroz the Black Hammer himself!”

There were criers for many other products, and what Orodan suspected was the sparks of a bar brawl about to erupt as a human began aggressively attempting to steal a bull demon’s woman. While the thought of engaging in a friendly brawl sounded fun, it just wasn’t for him at this level. Reinforced as it was, Orodan stood a good chance of destroying Druhmiyan outright if he truly cut loose. Plus, nobody within the tavern was up to the task of challenging him. As his power grew, the ability to enjoy the smaller things diminished.

With a sigh, he stepped past the den of drink and imminent fists to continue onwards. After all, past the tavern—which was a demarcating building of sorts—were the Markets of Opulence.

There were dozens of storefronts all marketing fine products. From enchanted arms and armaments, to powerful potions and exotic monsters to bond with. The marketfronts were nice, however, what Orodan truly came for, was the Parlor of Bargains.

The gigantic building was the centerpiece of the Markets of Opulence, and it was where all manner of deals, negotiations, and contracts occurred. The building was divided into two parts; the courts where people would take civil matters to the arbiter, and the bargain parlors.

The courts were where people brought their small time issues forward and both agreed to whatever judgement was made. These arbiters were all appointed by the Council of Druhmiyan, and were typically a judge for the city as their regular trade. The cases being judged were small time matters, typically involving petty nonsense, arguments over the wording of a deal, or attempts to weasel out of soul contracts. High value cases were also judged in the courts, but nothing of a nature too criminal; those were the domain of the courts within Druhmiyan’s Council-Fortress at the peak of the city.

The bargain parlor was where desperate people, shrewd merchants, and predatory beings of power prowled. It was much like a marketplace, except what was being advertised were deals… and the price, people.

“My family has been denied our rightful due under the draconian rule of Devil King Egrimaaz! I offer the souls of myself and the entirety of my house for any other ruler to attempt a takeover!”

“I offer power beyond your reckoning. Rival Grandmasters in battle, and make Transcendents take notice with my rituals of empowerment. All for the simple price of a soul contract and some minor servitude…”

…for five millennia. At least, that was what the fine print at the very bottom of the parchment said. The Arch-Devil—intentionally no doubt—had tall stacks of coins placed in such a way that shadows were cast on that portion. Nothing too egregious, as that’d likely get it in trouble, but enough to make it appear less noticeable.

There were also a whole bunch of stipulations on who the person could and could not harm, which included the Arch-Devil providing the service and the entirety of its faction and allies. A devious but effective way of securing more manpower, Orodan supposed.

The bargain parlors were every bit the nefarious looking environment one would expect. It was where deals with the devils were made, how could it not be sinister? The singular arbiter and the squadron of guards at their side vigilantly overlooked the place, and even the most shady of demons offering deals looked visibly wary of their wrath. Social skills and mind control were strictly barred under threat of death.

And for as much as Orodan had been taught otherwise on Alastaia, there was no slavery in sight within Druhmiyan. Supposedly, the practice had been entirely outlawed during the reign of the previous Overking and remained so since then. The devils alone were easy prey for those wanting to invade the Hells. Appealing to the other races and making the Hells appear a good place to live was a far more effective strategy for resisting the constant encroachment of the Conclave and its allies.

Despite the somewhat villainous appearance, it really was just business. A certain level of cut-throat behavior was expected, but none of them were truly malicious.

There were a group of people that did have bad intentions though, at the very top of the stairs leading up to the arbiter’s station. The arbiter and its guards appeared wary and submissive towards them as well. But one being at the top was not. A demon who Orodan had encountered a while ago, at the very beginning of the loop.

One sent to capture him.

“Orodan Wainwright, you came… as expected. When you challenged everybody in sight and fought like a madman upon the moon of your backwater planet, I thought you the pinnacle of warlike beings, someone fit to eventually become a prime evil. For it to be a human was a surprise, but not an impediment. Yet to then bear witness to that foul Celestial skill of yours? Sickening. A power similar to that of the Great Betrayer. But if the new ruler of the Celestial Court is to be believed… one that might be capable of reversing the mark of the first treachery.”

“I have no interest in turning any devils human, and if you’ve heard otherwise, that’s a lie,” Orodan said. “When we fought upon the moon of Alastaia, I was far weaker then. You’ll find that I’ve grown since then, Devil King Gutriyaz. We are here at your invitation… but you are a poor host.”

“A poor host? You would insult me in such a manner when you’ve rampaged across the city yourself?” the Devil King questioned, more amused than offended.

“Indeed! For I haven’t had a single good fight since I’ve gotten here!”

Silence met his proclamation. And the first thing to break it was the loud laughter of a Devil King.

“You are as mad as they say, Orodan Wainwright! It is a shame I was not able to capture you upon the moon of your world. You truly would have made a fine demon.”

“You can make it up to me by fighting here and now, give me a good battle and⁠—”

“Fool! This is our host! Stop going around trying to fight everyone!” Zaessythra interjected. Though Devil King Gutriyaz simply laughed harder and seemed greatly approving of Orodan’s words.

“You did not lie, Gutriyaz… he is as headstrong and thirsty for battle as you said. Human, you claim to be neutral and not on the Conclave’s side, yet your actions upon entering Druhmiyan leave no doubts as to your hostility,” a nearby Arch-Devil said. Not as sturdy-looking as Garvoroz who he’d beaten, and not possessed of as much power as Devil King Gutriyaz either. “You disrespected one of my script-bearers, and then defeated one of my loyal devils. Every step you take within this city is an insult to me. Death will be the only payment I accept.”

This must be Devil King Egrimaaz, the demon whose lackeys he’d thrashed and given beatings to.

“Then draw your weapon and fight me, why waste time with this talk?” Orodan asked.

“You base cur! You lack all decorum and sense of tradition! The challenge to an honor duel is not something to be thrown about like alms for a beggar!” Devil King Egrimaaz angrily said. “We must prepare the audience, declare our grievances, and keep ourselves in line that the spectators might be immersed in the very causes of our battle.”

“Sounds like pointless pomp and ceremony to me,” Orodan said. “When two warriors fight, all that matters is violence and the straight path from life to death.”

Devil King Egrimaaz was the one who’d initially ordered the scans upon Orodan and his party. Orodan had undoubtedly ruffled the Devil King’s feathers by walloping its loyal subordinates. Furthermore, the Devil King was in fact weaker than its strongest subordinate who Orodan had already bested. Still, given how angry it looked, there was a good chance the Devil King would throw it all to the wind and fight Orodan here and now.

W78’s comments didn’t help either.

“Information: Hostile element, power level – acceptable. Analysis: Likelihood of positive combat outcome – certain.”

“Damned machine, do not presume such th⁠—”

“Hold, Egrimaaz. Or have you forgotten that he is the time looper whose actions have caused the Athranos Galaxy to stir restlessly with war?” Devil King Gutriyaz asked. “Orodan Wainwright. Back then, your time looper nature was not known to me, but it is now. How many times did you perish against me on that moon before you won? Every death in battle simply grants you more strength, does it not?”

“You’re right. I come back each time I die, and I grow stronger for it,” Orodan admitted. “You killed me many times, but I learned. In a sense, you were a teacher of mine.”

“Bitter irony then, that I partook in teaching a deadly foe so much. Your Fire Resistance must be quite high by now,” Devil King Gutriyaz said. “Tell me, how many times did I destroy that barren moon in a bid to kill you without knowing I was merely empowering an unkillable being? Tch… to be used in such a manner… well played! Hahaha!”

A mix of amusement and hatred colored its features as it barked out its laughter.

“That ‘barren moon’ used to be my homeworld,” Zaessythra said. “Even if restoring it was easy enough, I don’t appreciate the fact that you so wantonly obliterated it.”

“Such is the way of the cosmos, half-dragon. I can smell it off you… my skill tells me how much blood is on your hands. The number of innocents you’ve slaughtered… in the millions!” the Devil King declared. “You would make a fine Arch-Devil if you wished.”

Zaessythra didn’t look happy about that comparison and shrunk into herself, looking visibly ashamed.

“Your discussion is not with her, but I. I’ve come to purge this Script King of whatever ails him. Bring him forth so we can dispense with this.”

The only warning he got was a faint sense from his near-Apprentice Dimensionalism skill. Someone was directly behind him.

And the collision of a hellfire imbued fist with the back of his head followed.

“Orodan Wainwright, was it? I hear you detest bandying words, good. Let’s duel.”

He hit the ground with an impact which shook the terrain of this weird place for miles.

The dimensional layer around him shifted, and while Orodan could have resisted, he chose not to, as it was best to fight someplace else where he wouldn’t cause mass civilian casualties.

“I see you enjoy surprise attacks, I can respect that. I’ll consider it on me for being caught off guard,” Orodan replied, standing and getting a proper look at his opponent.

A moon elf. Orodan almost hadn’t noticed the species, with how mangled the ears were. And if that script-bearer he’d seen earlier had scars and wounds covering her body, then this elf’s entire physical form was a wound. One giant scar tissue which bled everywhere. And the sheer complexity of the scars, wounds, and injuries which took the shape of runes… he’d never seen anything of the sort.

“A surprise? No, that was merely a greeting,” his opponent spoke, hands glowing with the fires of Hell. A lot hotter than any other hellflame he’d seen. “You may consider this an attack.”

The first thing to hit him was a wave of maroon hellfire which annihilated the entirety of the abandoned city and the gigantic planet-sized landmass it was upon.

[Fire Resistance 51 → Fire Resistance 53]

[Warrior’s Reciprocity 86 → Warrior’s Reciprocity 87]

He faced a decent amount of damage, but it was only surface level; his Fire Resistance doing the lion’s share of preventing damage. Still, that it could harm him signified the power of the assault.

His opponent looked to be worse off, with most of his body utterly melted away.

“Hmm… Fire Resistance at the Adept-level at least,” the moon elf said. “Forced me to utilize a sigil which took a millennia to craft, too.”

“I’d apologize for the inconvenience, but you did decide to try and kill me,” Orodan replied preparing to charge.

“But is that not what you want? Consider it a gift. A good fight in exchange for you doing what you’ve come here for,” the scarred being proposed.

“What I’ve come here for? I came to restore… wait…”

“You catch on. I am the Script King. Now show me what this wicked Celestial skill of yours is good for, and restore me to what I should be.”

Certain sigils on the script-bearer moon elf’s hands lit up, and next came a combination of lightning and wind. At a far lower level of power. Perhaps the foe had learned not to attempt massive attacks against Orodan?

“Those too? Troublesome… elements are out of the equation then…”

“I’ll spare you the trouble. I’m resistant to curses and acid as well,” Orodan declared. “Fight me toe-to-toe, mages don’t fare well against me.”

In response, a series of curses and acid landed upon him. Not as powerful as the flames, but still decent enough that Orodan gained five levels in Curse Resistance and three for Acid. His opponent once again looked very damaged, but quickly recovered thanks to some unknown power source.

“If you wanted me to restore you, trying to kill me is a rather odd way of going about it.”

“Is it? How can I be sure you’ll succeed unless your life is truly on the line and you’re pushed to your limits? You think I have not heard of you, Orodan Wainwright? You think I have not heard tales of time loopers? I know that life and death combat is the fastest method of gaining skill levels. And I intend to ensure my supposed benefactor has his skills pushed to the limit before making the attempt.”

“You’re mad…” Orodan muttered. “I… I love it! Come! Let’s fight till we break this place altogether!”

Orodan and the Script King, this odd moon elf, engaged in a mad exchange of blows which tore thousands of miles of this odd dimension apart. What’s more, despite the horrid wounds this scar-covered being received, it simply healed from them nearly as fast as Orodan himself did.

The source of the energy was nearly endless.

“A city’s energy reserves? A world core?” Orodan questioned. “I sense something tethered to you, but I’m not sure what.”

“The primary soul nexus of the Hells. Every single deceased being in the afterlife of our dimension empowers me,” the moon elf said. “Are you a match, time looper?”

“I overpowered the cores of three plague worlds in a contest of energy generation,” Orodan said. “I also reversed time for the nexus of the Ascendent Sword Cluster of the cultivators.”

That certainly got a reaction out of the script-bearer. His icy face displayed a look of shock which was quickly schooled.

“From all I’ve studied of you… you’re not the type to lie or bluff,” the moon elf said and then got excited. “Excellent! Only an anomaly like you might succeed in reversing the original treachery.”

The moon elf script-bearer empowered himself further, and dark chitinous material began forming over his skin. With a roar of hatred, his foe charged right into melee.

Now this was a mage Orodan could respect!

The moon elf was a rather powerful unarmed fighter, to the point that Orodan was overwhelmed in a match of pure technique. Still, Orodan’s own physicality was superior, though something was off about the foe.

“Your moves are choppy… you fight as though unfamiliar with your own body,” Orodan said.

“Of course it is. You think I chose this pathetic form?” the moon elf asked as they engaged in an exchange of blows in which Orodan was outskilled but won through brute force. “An abominable power like the one you bear did this to me!”

“Then you’re…”

“An Arch-Devil. By all rights, that is who I am, who I was… until something abominable cleansed me a long time ago,” the moon elf said. “I used to be a Devil King, but now they call me the Script King as I’m forced to resort to a fraction of what power I had. A mockery, a most horrific defiling which must never be allowed to occur again. No devil must ever go through the grievous torture of being stripped of their essence. You will either reverse this… or you must be put down permanently.”

Orodan didn’t recognize this Arch-Devil at all, nor had he ever cleansed a devil in all his loops. Just who had done this? This Great Betrayer must have been monstrously powerful to cleanse a being of their root essence like Orodan had done to a True Vampire.

“Even your soul is just…”

“Fractured? Disharmonious? What else do you have to say?”

Dirty.

It was incredibly rare to see a soul which was so contaminated. The outer layer of the soul could be impure, but not the soul core itself. Unless some manner of insidious control was present, souls were typically pure at the core, even if they had their contradictions, darknesses, and burdensome thoughts, these would only affect the outer layer.

Hells, it wasn’t even that it was dirty… rather that something had irrevocably changed what it should be. Some manner of strange force.

“You did not deserve this… death should have been your fate at worst, not… this,” Orodan said, feeling a bit of pity.

Was this what his own cleaning skill could do to someone? A part of Orodan resolved then and there that the act of irrevocably changing someone in such a way, stripping them of their very being, was a horrid act. Devil, vampire, or no… better to die a thousand times in order to seek victory than resort to the sickening act of ‘purifying’ someone of vampirism or being a devil.

There was no honor in such an act.

“Spare me your pity, time looper. Come, deliver unto me what you have said you would do.”

They fought for a few more exchanges. The Script King fought well in melee combat, with his punches and kicks often connecting and winding around Orodan’s own. He had no doubt that the former Arch-Devil was a deadly unarmed combatant in his prime. If anything, fighting a peak-Transcendent in such a manner wouldn’t normally have been so easy, and Orodan had less confidence in cleanly beating a fully powered Arch-Devil Script King in his prime.

But… the battle was a losing one for the now moon elf. Orodan’s brute force and raw physicality simply battered past defenses or outright powered through attacks. The runes and sigils dotting his opponent’s skin glowed, and mental assaults, chronomancy, and the like surged forth. Yet it was all ineffective.

And as Orodan fought, he began to look closer at the former Arch-Devil. He looked deeply, learning and seeing what he was up against.

Suddenly, the Script King stopped.

“You are ready… I feel it.”

“Am I that obvious?” Orodan asked. But truly, the question was a silly one. “Then, how about we both commit to our final cards. Lay it all on the line, our mightiest attacks, each of us?”

The death glare in the elf’s eyes was the only answer. And it pulled out… one of the Shards. And not just one, but many.

“Did you know that combining multiple together makes an even larger crystal? Consider this a motivator to succeed. Either win, or perish here, your soul shattered entirely.”

Orodan’s soul recoiled in terror. Every part of him begged him to flee! Since when did the Hells have these foul things as well?

If he lost this clash… it would be his end. Zaessythra was nowhere in sight with that Embodier’s Sacrifice of hers. This was horribly dangerous. It would be toeing the line between life and a true end worse than death.

This…

…suited him perfectly.

The very dimension they were in shook, the moon elf’s body was wracked with convulsions and he suffered grievous damage by channelling as much of his own soul energy into the Shard as he could.

This was fine. In fact, this was what Orodan was hoping for.

Channelling the power of the soul nexus into the crystal could’ve lead to backlash, and from what he’d seen, the Shards didn’t like receiving multiple energy sources, only a singular one. In this case, it was the Script King’s soul energy.

The crystal glowed a deeper shade of pink, and within the blink of an eye, fired.

It was far stronger than the beam the Hegemony tried hitting him with. It seemed that the crystal formed from the joining of multiple Shards led to a deadlier beam.

Yet, Orodan held faith.

His shield was slung behind his back. His sword sheathed. He wouldn’t need them for this.

All he needed…

…was the broom he drew forth.

The Script King’s mangled and irrevocably changed soul wasn’t just damaged… it was filthy. And consequently, this meant the soul energy which empowered the crystal and comprised the beam, was also dirty.

And for a soul that had been cleansed, purified even… just what sort of filth was this?

It was a filth of purity.

The very fact that the Script King’s soul was naturally demonic and was now instead pure, was an abomination. An affront to nature. It was dirty.

He recalled a conversation he’d had with W78 once, discussing the meaning of cleaning.

“…what one sees as clean can be altered.”

And how cleanliness was defined by the wielder.

And with that in mind, Orodan’s broom swept forward, targeting the very dirty soul energy that composed the beam. It might not work on anyone else, but on this poor being who had been changed from an Arch-Devil into a moon elf… it would suffice.

The Script King’s soul was dirty, not because it had conventional impurities within… but because the very natural order was skewed. It had been cleansed of the natural devil essence that it should have. The purity that it now held was unclean, conceptually.

And Orodan didn’t like it one bit. Not when he’d recently begun to see the wrong in doing such things.

His broom connected, and the beam went out of control as the normally pure soul energy with the signature of a moon elf… now became one with the soul energy of an Arch-Devil.

[Reality Alteration 5 → Reality Alteration 8]

The Script King looked utterly flabbergasted.

“H-how… you… changed my soul energy itself…”

“Stripping away who someone is through the tyrannical application of cleaning, is an affront to nature. Sometimes, cleanliness is about the natural order of things,” Orodan declared. “Embrace your true self, Script King!”

His broom lashed out once more, and the moon elf before him didn’t even resist.

And yet, Orodan encountered some absolutely unbelievable resistance.

Flashes of unknown cleaning techniques entered his mind. They opposed him. The purity that had locked down the soul of the Script King fought back with a ferocious ardor. Orodan wasn’t just dealing with a purity that opposed him, but the will of the very being that originally purified the soul of this former Arch-Devil.

It felt old… ancient. Unlike anything he’d ever felt.

A wealth of skill, a cosmos of experience that seemed utterly impossible to surmount. Transcendent? Embodier? One could train for a billion years and still not be enough to reach the level this being was at. Frankly, he got a strange feeling from the leftover will of this being, eerily similar to what he felt in the presence of an Administrator.

Orodan was but level 98 with his Celestial skill. How could he compare?

Techniques of ages past, visions, and glimpses from the very birth of something incredible… of a time before numbers, skills, and levels… it all flashed through his mind, to oppose him. It was insane, impossible. No Transcendent or God could overcome this.

And yet…

…Orodan refused to buckle.

The broom he held creaked dangerously as he threw every iota of power he had into the sweep pointed at the Script King’s soul. And he recalled his own techniques.

Picking up the dirty rag and cleaning the bedside table. Beating the rugs to rid them of dust and debris, cleaning and polishing the very footpath leading to his dilapidated hovel.

So what if this being’s experience with Cleaning was dramatically higher?

What Orodan lacked in time and quantity, he would make up with quality.

A million? A billion? Who cared how long this unseen foe had cleansed for? Orodan’s talent in Cleaning was beyond compare.

Many people spoke better than he. There were quite a few better mages than him. Hells, there might even be a few warriors who were more talented in their skills and understanding.

But, he held utmost faith in one dogmatic fact…

…nobody in the universe, System or otherwise, was better than Orodan Wainwright in Cleaning.

A roar of pure rage left his lips, and the unstoppable determination of Orodan fueled his raw belief in his own Cleaning. Each and every basic technique he’d picked up from the very start of his journey was recalled in perfect detail, and improved upon multiple times over in the span of an instant.

Under this insane pressure, pitted against a cosmic existence with a monstrous level of talent in Cleaning… Orodan’s own talent grew.

The deepest parts of his soul resonated.

[Domain of Perfect Cleaning 98 → Domain of Perfect Cleaning 99]

And then he locked his insights away, inward, refusing to allow the touch of the System upon them.

It was a strange feeling, to be so profound in a skill where the System’s connection and the knowledge and experience he could connect to as per his skill level, was no longer needed.

He had long suspected the System didn’t accurately reflect his insights into Cleaning, and here it was proven once more.

He had plans for the final level, and it wouldn’t do to let the System update it too early.

With understanding in his eyes, the broom went forth and simply touched the soul of the Script King…

…and the remnant will of a mighty being was vanquished, and for the briefest of instants, he saw the glimpse of a hooded being turned toward him, hammer in the left hand, an orb of purity in the right, System glyphs flitting about them as they faced down an endless wall of Eldritch.

[Reality Alteration 8 → Reality Alteration 20]

And at the end of his broom, the returned Arch-Devil before him trembled in awe.

The dimensional boundaries cracked and shattered, bringing Orodan back into the real world, into the city of Druhmiyan.

Upon the arrival of him and this new Arch-Devil though, all went silent.

“Who… who are you?” Devil King Gutriyaz asked, staring at the newly returned Arch-Devil. “Your skin… it is pitch-black as the Arch-Devil’s should be. You look so familiar, yet I do not recall you…”

“Gutriyaz… it is I…”

“No… it cannot be! The curse laid by the Great Betrayer could not be broken by our greatest script-bearers! Who are you really?” Devil King Gutriyaz angrily roared.

“Old friend… can you not recognize me after so long? All these millennia you have known me by a moniker I did not ask for. Script King… they said,” the Arch-Devil spoke. “And yet now… I am in a form I’d thought lost forever. Devil King Azgaraaz, the old Overking… has returned.”
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The Council-Fortress of Druhmiyan was located at the peak of the floating city. Guards riding upon flying demonic beasts would patrol the skies above the city and yet would never venture too close to the Council-Fortress. It was an imposing fort; the walls lined with a heavy number of defenders and hellish war machines.

And as Orodan and his companions made their way through the halls and to the Court of the Council, he had to admit the decor was far less flashy than he would’ve thought. Most other palaces he’d been in, from the Imperial Citadel in Novar’s Peak to the Celestial Palace in Swordmist City upon Xian, were rather gaudy.

The Council-Fortress was anything but. And the guards were frequent, even if they refused to look him in the eye. Especially after what he’d done.

After the restoration of the Script King, or rather, Devil King Azgaraaz, the chaos had died down. Devil King Gutriyaz, Devil King Egrimaaz, and the restored former Overking had all left. Although the old Overking made one proclamation.

That he owed Orodan a favor.

Furthermore, many Devil Kings who were in line with the Script King and chomping at the bit to challenge Orodan to an honor duel immediately backed down, and Druhmiyan became a rather empty city, as many people left to take stock of the situation. After all, one of the biggest power players of the Hells had returned.

Not that Devil King Saathmaraz or the current Overking of the Hells would be very happy.

Well, that was one way to achieve neutrality.

The guide alongside him was weirdly silent, and more than a bit apprehensive.

“Our entire galaxy was destroyed, and that man was one of the last people seen fleeing through the grand array leading to the Athranos Galaxy,” Orodan heard a man petition. “And now people are saying he’s been spotted causing another ruckus within Druhmiyan? I demand he answer for his crimes.”

The footsteps were somewhat audible, so the man turned to see who entered the Court of the Council, and his eyes went wide in rage and shock.

“It’s not like I destroyed your galaxy,” Orodan said.

“You dare show your face! The Blackworth Collective weren’t the only folks living within the Vystaxium Galaxy,” the man said. Dressed in an elegant black raiment with a firearm at his hip, which was promptly drawn. “Our homes and families are gone, and someone must answer for it! You and that foolish king can burn in⁠—”

Orodan didn’t see it. Not without Time Compression.

One moment the man was speaking. The next, he was falling apart on each side, carved in half from top to bottom.

“Overking… you cannot simply execute petitioners in this court…” one of the Devil Kings said, all too casual.

“Then he should not have broken the rule of not drawing any weapons within this chamber. Resurrect and provide the man generous compensation. All petitions for the day are closed, we shall hear him tomorrow,” the hulking giant on the throne said. “Clear the Court of everyone… except Devil King Saathmaraz.”

The Arch-Devil was large. Far bigger than any other he’d seen, and definitely more physically imposing than the restored Devil King Agmaraaz, who formerly held the position of Overking. Orodan felt that this too, was a peak-Transcendent. And not a foe he could win in a fair toe-to-toe fight against. He’d have to pull out all the stops, use Time Compression and then perhaps his Celestial skill in a most distasteful manner.

The other Devil Kings looked more than a little unhappy at being commanded to leave while Saathmaraz remained, yet they complied all the same. And the Devil King who’d been asked to remain? It didn’t look happy at the reunion.

“Orodan Wainwright. We meet once more,” Devil King Saathmaraz called out, venom in his voice. “I should have never set that trap upon the soul nexus. Only an impossible creature like you would think to use the explosion of that as training.”

“You and I have unfinished business, wretch. You who would ignite a soul nexus of trillions, all in a bid to strike me a blow,” Orodan said, gripping his sword, but then recalling the rule of no weapons in the chamber, he simply raised his hands instead. “Your disregard for the lives and souls of the uninvolved disgusts me. Devil King Saathmaraz… I challenge you to a duel.”

The Devil King hissed, trapped in such a public setting. Orodan had grown a lot stronger since their last fight. It continually sent looks of outrage and betrayal towards the demon on the throne, but it was futile. From the looks of it, the Overking would not interfere.

The responding blast of hellfire was the only indicator Orodan got that the Devil King accepted his challenge. And the fight began.

It wasn’t a particularly hard thing. Not anymore.

He had weathered the hellfire of the old Overking and increased his Fire Resistance dramatically as well. Furthermore, the choice of venue was… oddly favorable for Orodan. Mainly because the Devil King couldn’t access that strange hellish underway it had last time from here.

And he had to wonder whether the current Overking sat upon the throne watching in silence was responsible for it.

Without the use of deception, distance, and drawing him into another dimension, Devil King Saathmaraz was no equal for Orodan. The Arch-Devil had already shown itself to be physically weaker than Devil King Gutriyaz, and with the hellfire neutralized by his Fire Resistance? The outcome was a foregone conclusion.

Within thirty minutes of combat, Orodan’s fist pounded the demon’s head against the reinforced floor, knocking it unconscious.

“Impressive. You truly would make a fine Arch-Devil. An ascension to a prime evil would not be out of the question either.”

It was the demon on the throne who spoke, amusement upon its face.

“Thrashing your subordinate is hardly worthy of being praised by a demon,” Orodan replied. “I intend to see him delivered to the Celestial Court for his crimes.”

“If he is tormented or purged of demonhood you can expect a full-fledged war upon the Celestial Court… but if not, then his fate is no concern of mine. Kill him, keep him trapped in a vault… I care not.”

“I take you two weren’t particularly close? A little odd to just stand by and watch me kidnap your underling,” Orodan commented.

“On the contrary, being an Arch-Devil is all about embracing the cold logic of efficiency. What better way to secure your aid than to allow for the resolution of a grudge of yours? And it also rids me of a troublesome peon whose needless cruelty drew much undue attention from third parties,” the Overking spoke. “Igniting a soul nexus is a serious offense. The sort of line which would bring undue enmity upon us if crossed.”

“You should have stepped in to stop him yourself then.”

“And be denied the amusement of watching the spectacle which is you? I think not,” the demon said, and then rose to its feet. “Time looper… you have caused much stir within Druhmiyan today. If you came here wishing to ensure the neutrality of us in your petty little war, you’ve succeeded. With the old Overking returned to full power, we are now in no position to aid the Hegemony. Congratulations, you have played your hand well.”

“I have played nothing. I merely fought my way through all comers,” Orodan clarified.

“Yes. They speak of your boldness and lack of hesitation, like a charging tempest. I have no doubt you would make foes of everyone within the universe if needed,” the Overking said. “Your actions today have proved that much.”

“You disapprove?” Orodan asked.

“My disapproval matters little now that the political situation of the Hells is soon to spiral out of control,” the Overking said. “Notice how the city has emptied out noticeably in the past hour? The Devil Kings have left to their individual domains, to either pledge loyalty to myself, to Azgaraaz, or to simply ride out the coming storm of internal war.”

“It will be a bad time for the Hells, then? I wasn’t aware one Devil King’s return to full power could have such consequences,” Orodan said.

“A bad time? Perhaps for the war front in the sixth layer where the disunity here will naturally lower the amount of support provided,” the Overking explained. “For a time, the Conclave and some of the other predatory carrion-eaters in other galaxies may make great inroads. Whenever a legitimate challenge to an Overking presents itself, this has always been the case.”

“Other galaxies? I knew the Hells reached rather far… perhaps to the neighboring galaxies, but to others as well?”

“Your own galaxy is but one of many that we have access to,” the Overking said. “Of course, our fated foes, the Conclave, also have their influence spread throughout many galaxies.”

“Yet, you don’t seem overly concerned,” Orodan remarked.

“An accurate observation. While the coming storm will be a turbulent one, with a likely chance of my deposition. The Hells will be stronger as a result with the return of a former Overking. A great offensive against the Conclave will occur, and we shall claim many worlds.”

“And you won’t be killed by the old Overking?”

“We are not as uncivilized as the Conclave and its lies attempt to portray us as,” the Overking said. “I spared Devil King Azgaraaz during my ascension a million years ago and he fell in line under my reign. Similarly, if I lose, I shall dutifully fall in line and obey any current Overking as is custom. Those who do not follow that custom… fare poorly. It is also why you aren’t being killed on the spot or an attempt made to capture you. With your existence… the reversal of the first treachery may well be possible.”

“Well, that might take some time. If you haven’t heard, something is soon to approach in an attempt to kill me,” Orodan explained.

“I have. You play with dangerous forces, Orodan Wainwright. Are you truly prepared for what comes? We fear him as well… but we devils may have a way for you to hide and escape… all you must do is make a deal,” the Overking said, a predatory smile upon its face.

“Hide? Escape? And rob myself of the chance to have the greatest battle this universe has ever seen? I think not.”

The Devil King’s grin faded at that, replaced by amusement.

“Hmmph! Very well. They did not exaggerate your utter lack of self-preservation.”

“Would I have entered the domain of an entire race quite hostile to me if I had something like that?” Orodan asked. “But… I do find myself curious. How was the former Overking purged like that? The power behind it… I’ve never felt anything like it.”

“It was only after his ill-fated trip to a black hole that he returned in such a state. After his meeting with the Great Betrayer himself in a dark event which shaped the future of all Arch-Devils today.”

A trip to a black hole? Why did this sound so familiar? It seemed that nobody who made a journey to a black hole had a happy ending. And given who Jian Huangdi potentially met during his journey into one… Orodan was beginning to have an inkling as to just what kind of being cleansed the former Script King.

Still, the current Overking had his hands full.

“Which means you’ll remain neutral until then,” Orodan said.

“Towards you, we shall remain neutral for the foreseeable future. With the restoration of Devil King Azgaraaz, you’ve proven that you’re not the existential threat that many thought you to be,” the Overking said. “The Conclave shall bear our wrath, but I sense you’re no lapdog of theirs.”

“I owe them no particular loyalty besides the sharing of mutual enemies. Although, if I see any hellish fires burning innocents to ash, you can expect me to step in.”

“Only if you also step in when the Conclave and its hypocritical paladins commit far worse atrocities than we ever have in the name of that wicked light of theirs,” the Overking spoke. “Do be wary of them. The mindless slaves of light are not so horrible… but the figure behind them…”

“They have a figure behind them? Who? Who is it?”

“Ah, but that would be telling… and a demon does not reveal their hand for free. Would you like to make a deal with a devil?”

Orodan rolled his eyes at this greedy Overking. Fine, he would get the answers himself at a later time.

“I suppose the purpose of my visit here has been fulfilled, then,” Orodan said. And to think Zhou Shan wanted him to play it diplomatically. Turns out acting the reckless fool had its advantages sometimes. But before he turned to leave… his eyes froze upon a carving high above the throne of the Overking.

A mural.

“Hmm? Do not grace the visage of the Great Betrayer with your eyes. To do so is to invite his unwelcome attention.”

The Great Betrayer? Was that who the figure in the carving was?

It only created more questions in his mind… and the realization that he’d indirectly overcome the power of something truly terrifying.

Because, to the demons, that figure in the carving was the one responsible for irrevocably altering their race. But to Orodan?

It was his benefactor.

A hooded figure, hammer in the left hand, orb of purity in the right, System symbols flitting above their head as they faced down a wall of purple and gray.
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“The prisoner will be… well-treated. Though his sentence will be a lengthy one.”

“Long as he isn’t tortured or purged of Arch-Devil status, the Overking did say he cared little for his fate.”

“Hmm, we shall keep that in mind. Your departure from the Hells went smoothly, then?”

“Of course, why would it not?” Orodan asked in return. “The Overking already said the Hells would be remaining neutral during the war.”

“It’s just that… you practically barged into Druhmiyan, conducted yourself most violently, and they just let you walk out?” the High Sovereign asked. “No assassins waiting outside. No further tricks or schemes?”

“Did you want there to be? With the potential of me fixing whatever is affecting the Arch-Devils, I don’t think they want to risk turning away a golden goose,” Orodan said. “I admit I could’ve gone for a few more brawls myself. Also would have liked to fight the restored Devil King Agmaraaz or the Overking. Well… one loop perhaps.”

“If this all goes to plan, there should be no need for any further loops,” Zaessythra said.

That statement could also be taken to mean that there would be no need for further loops because he would be permanently dead. It was a distinct possibility. He wasn’t the type to wallow in misery, but a certain level of realism and the acceptance that defeat was a potential outcome lingered in his mind. He had died enough times, and he wasn’t delusional enough to believe he could beat absolutely everyone. Especially not the apocalyptic force coming for him.

What he did believe though, was that his will and soul would never break. Victory or defeat, the spirit of Orodan Wainwright would not falter.

“Not that we are complaining about the destruction you sowed… but our preliminary reports suggest the return of the former Overking Azgaraaz,” Captain-General Ryzlan said. “And that his restoration is your doing.”

“What’s the issue? The neutrality of the Hells has been acquired, has it not?” Orodan asked. “The enmity between the Conclave and the Hells isn’t my business.”

“An answer we were content to receive. But empowering our enemies—something we shall have to bear the consequences of down the road—is veering into the domain of making it your business,” the Captain-General said. “You are far too friendly with the devils of the Hells for my liking.”

“I’ve been to the Hells, they don’t seem all that bad. They have the same mixture of good and bad as anyone else does. Unlike what the books said, I saw no enslavement, and the people seemed content and weren’t being mistreated either,” Orodan said. If he saw something he disliked, he would revise his opinion accordingly. For now, the devils of the Hells seemed rather… normal? Like any other faction of power, they just wanted to expand, and they treated conquered populations respectably. “If you’re just two rival factions competing over lucrative worlds to conquer, I don’t see how it’s any business of mine. If it makes you feel better, I can resurrect some fallen hero of the Conclave as well.”

The Captain-General of the Conclave looked as though he wanted to respond, but the God held his tongue.

“Analysis: Diverting from critical subject matter. Solution: Divert focus towards hostile elements,” W78 said.

“That I agree with,” Lady Sujana said. “We now know that the Shards can be combined into a crystal. This is a process which greatly amplifies the power of any attack launched from them.”

“Furthermore, as Orodan said, there’s no guarantee he can stop these crystals the same way as he did when facing Devil King Agmaraaz,” Zhou Shan said. “That was a unique method exploiting the fact that the Devil King’s soul was deeply broken and our time looper’s Celestial skill was able to affect it.”

“Then the only reliable method of countering them is through the usage of our own Shards,” Zaessythra said. “We have enough now that we could attempt to form our own crystal and keep it near Orodan during combat. If anyone’s going to be a prime target for Shard-based attacks, it’ll be him.”

“Even then, Shards aside, our enemy’s combat strength cannot be underestimated. My father is one of the most powerful peak-Transcendents in this galaxy, possibly the most powerful. I’m still a good while away from being able to match him, and I doubt he’ll allow Orodan the opportunity to wage a battle of Celestial skills like the last confrontation we had,” Zhou Shan said. “The dwarves and their voidcraft are a threat too, even if we have our guns now thanks to the Blackworth Collective who’ve agreed to fight alongside us. The Hegemony though… Excromon, Astalavar, and their leader, Agrimon, are contested easily enough, but their Crusaders, that world-eating dragon, Avraxas, in particular, we need a method of countering it.”

“Perhaps,” Zaessythra posed while looking directly at Orodan. “There might be a method of targeting the link between God and Transcendent. After all, these Crusaders are no more than a sickening soul meld, a forced combination of two beings.”

Orodan saw where this was going. Vespidia.

“No. These battles are beyond anyone on Alastaia,” he shut down. “Why should they have to fight on our behalf?”

“You haven’t even asked her opinion on the matter,” Zaessythra replied.

Orodan was still adamantly against it. He vividly recalled the memory of that woman sacrificing herself as though it was yesterday. Bringing a mere Grandmaster-level Alastaian into a battle of such scale… what sort of cruel joke was this?

“The Hegemony, the dwarves, and Jian Huangdi are daunting, but still within the realm of what we can handle,” Captain-General Ryzlan chimed in. “But you forget the true horror which will appear to assist the enemy.”

“The Reject,” Orodan said.

An Administrator. The true threat.

“I still cannot believe that this… Administrator… is the founding Daoist we venerate upon Cultivator’s Peak,” Zhou Shan said. “Yet, the carving you saw in the Hells was no coincidence either. These Administrators clearly have mortal origins. From a time well before any of us existed, but an origin all the same. Which means they are not insurmountable foes, but beings like you and I who can be defeated!”

“At what cost? We have three Embodier’s Sacrifices which we’re willing to provide, but the cost is a steep one for someone who will not even commit to an alliance with us,” Captain-General Ryzlan said. “And if what happened in the Vystaxium Galaxy is any indicator… these beings can destroy galaxies with their battles. An Embodier’s Sacrifice is nowhere near that strong. How are we meant to stand against such a force? Do you expect us to fight for you?”

“Once again, no. I do not,” Orodan said.

“Then what will be our plan?” Zhou Shan asked.

“The plan. Will involve everyone else retreating once the Reject arrives upon the battlefield,” Orodan said. “The Administrators seem at least somewhat restrained in what they can do and who they can slaughter. If not by the System, then each other. In other words, his battle is with me, and I tire of having others die on my behalf.”

“You speak madness, my friend! This is a battle which could cost you the entire time loop and lead to your permanent end! Never have I heard of someone attempting a battle with such a wide power gulf,” Zhou Shan said. “I… I refuse to allow you to go into battle empty-handed. Or alone. I shall stand alongside you.”

“Information: Unit will not abandon friend.”

“W78! My time loops were far simpler when it was just me,” Orodan said angrily. “I… I appreciate your support. I do. But let a warrior fight his own battles in peace.”

“At the very least. If not for you, then for the High Sovereign and our alliance with the Celestial Court, we shall provide the three Embodier’s Sacrifices that we have in our inventory,” the Captain-General said. “Additionally, we’ll have a few more detachments from nearby galaxies coming to help us before the date of the battle. In terms of manpower, we will not be lacking.”

“I don’t mean to sound ungrateful. I’m appreciative of the weapons. As for your concerns, I still intend on confronting the Reject primarily by myself. If anyone else comes along to support me…” Orodan trailed off and sighed. “Then they’re free to do as they wish. Who am I to stop someone rushing to their deaths? Just don’t let it be for me.”

“At worst, we’ll simply be resurrected afterwards,” Zhou Shan said. “Assuming our side wins the battle.”

“Which, given the odds in our favor, is a distinct possibility,” Zaessythra said. “The Administrator aside, our odds are looking hopeful.”

“We’re in agreement, then. Fight against our foes, and when the Reject himself shows up… Orodan and I shall break away to handle it, and more can join in depending on how the battle goes,” Zaessythra said.

“It’s time then,” Orodan said. “Two weeks remain, and we’ll have to fortify our battleground. After all, the Reject is heading for one particular place.”

Alastaia.

It was time to return home.


Chapter 21
Homeward & The Battle of Alastaia


“This place… it brings back memories. The air still has that cold bite to it, the rocky spires are just as I remember them, and it has that pervasive lifeless aura.”

Out of sentimentality, Orodan hadn’t bothered to clean the ground of Eldritch here.

The Valley of Spires, upon the northern continent of Guzuhar.

This was the location where he’d had his very first battle and encounter against the Eldritch Avatar. Where he’d been exposed to the Eldritch for the very first time. He’d then actually managed to kill it here during his second attempt, albeit at the cost of his own life and while under possession by three hostile divinities himself. Nobody came here, this place was considered cursed ground among Guzuharans, particularly among clan Iron-Bear, who’d sent a priestess of Ozgaric to guide him along.

He didn’t really need a guide, but the nostalgia of returning here and the opportunity to ask her how Guzuhar was doing under the new joint council of dragons, Gods, and nation leaders was appreciated.

“The scars of many battles still remain,” the woman said. “Was this all you wished of me, my lord? I would… prefer not to step any further…”

“Indeed, I shall continue alone from here. Your company and the news on how Guzuhar has been doing was more than welcome,” Orodan said. “Esbetta Ingamiris, was it? Thank you, I’ll put in a good word for you to Ozgaric.”

“T-thank you, my lord,” the woman replied.

Orodan looked at her, but in truth felt no real emotions. He’d lain with this woman once upon a time, long ago during his very first loop to the northern continent, but it was far removed. And nowadays such things didn’t interest him any longer.

Not when a certain half-dragon made him feel very strange and uncomfortable emotions roiled which made other women pale in comparison.

Zaessythra had gone to the restored moon for some meditations, and W78 went ahead to Novar’s Peak where the defense command was set up. As for Orodan himself, he was visiting old haunts, starting with this one where he had a meeting planned.

He walked onwards, stepping past the hints of foul purple energy emanating from the ground. The land was suffused with a minor bit of Eldritch energy, mainly due to the Eldritch Gods choosing the Valley of Spires as their preferred spot of landing when sending a champion to assault Alastaia. This was where the Eldritch divinities held the most influence, while the Gods of Alastaia would be weakest

Frankly, the difference was incredibly minor. Orodan had grown. The Eldritch Avatar? He could slaughter entire armies of it. The Eldritch Gods? He might be able to tear through a dimensional boundary to reach them directly to slay or cleanse the taint. In the past, he always pondered where the Eldritch Gods came from; his conversation with the world core of Alastaia and what he’d seen in the Vystaxium Galaxy confirmed it. Plague worlds.

There was undoubtedly a plague world out there somewhere that was attempting to launch limited attacks on Alastaia. Nowhere near the horrifying coordination and planetary sized swarms of infected he’d seen while battling upon Lonvoron alongside the Blackworth Collective, but it was still there.

A part of Orodan wondered if it was the presence of the Prophet, that infectious Administrator, that allowed for the plague worlds there to be so coordinated. If anything, mayhap the Prophet’s arrival here might herald an Eldritch invasion the likes of which Lonvoron had experienced? Still, it wasn’t the Prophet that was his main concern, it was the Reject.

And before him now was an assortment of various people of importance. All of them, integral parts of the joint council which looked after Alastaia in his, and especially Zaessythra’s, absence.

“Orodan Wainwright,” an Avatar walked up, eyes glowing subtly, and extended a hand. “Your battles have taken you far from Alastaia, yet you return home at last. What does the World Ruler of this world wish of us?”

Orodan took the Avatar’s proffered hand. It was the descent of a God unto someone who had their Blessing. Hells… when was the last time he’d seen an actual Avatar? It was a firm reminder that these people simply weren’t ready for the sort of battle and combat that was coming.

In the wider galaxy, Gods of sufficient power could simply breach the dimensional boundaries between the divine realm and the material plane to physically enter. The first one he’d seen doing this was Astalavar, but afterwards, he’d seen it semi-commonly enough, and even slew a few such descending Gods.

“Ozgaric, it is good to see you. I assume the word has been passed to all of you?”

Ozgaric, the Guzuharan God of Trickery and Illusions. This God had helped Orodan at a critical time when he needed a Blessing to remain under the radar from the Prime Five of Inuan. Orodan had not forgotten the favor, and he always honored his debts and those who’d done him a good turn. As a result, Guzuhar was now a flourishing continent, and out of all the Gods of Guzuhar, Orodan ensured Ozgaric had the widest worship. The Guzuharan God even had adherents on Inuan now.

“It has. You bring… ill-tidings. Is our world truly under such threat?”

“A foe which can destroy entire galaxies comes for us,” Orodan said, choosing not to lie. “I do not expect any of you to fight, but I only feel it fair that you be told.”

Another Avatar walked up, and Orodan immediately took this one’s hand as well.

“Orodan Wainwright. It is good to see you,” Malzim said. “Do we know what this being seeks? Perhaps we might give it to them?”

Malzim, Inuanan God of Death and one of the Prime Five. This God had bailed Orodan out in the very early days when Ilyatana attempted to control Orodan’s mind and soul. Knowing what he did now, perhaps it hadn’t been necessary and his inexplicable will would’ve simply caused the Goddess of Fate’s attempts at control to fail. Yet, he was grateful for the aid in a desperate situation all the same.

“I will not lie. They come for me,” Orodan said. “My… tendency to be honest and proclaim my status as a time looper has caused them to descend. Yet, they also come for the Divine Tower which goes all the way down to the world core.”

A growl and a hiss erupted from a nearby dragon who had been listening in.

“Your hubris has doomed us all then? Why take up the mantle of World Ruler if you invite such disaster onto us?” said Cyvrosdyr the Eternal Winter, World Guardian of Alastaia.

Orodan liked the wintry dragon. It was this dragon that had given him the second Quest to slay the Eldritch Avatar.

“It’s not my nature to make excuses. I accept responsibility for what I’ve caused,” Orodan replied. To reply with anger, to deflect it, would be cowardly and dishonest. “No matter what happens, none of you gathered here today will be expected to face the foe. I fight my own battles, I always have and forever will.”

“I… certainly hope so, Orodan,” Malzim said. “I am not one who enjoys battle. Least of all against a foe so grossly superior. Do you have confidence in your ability to deal with it? We’ve spoken at length a few times about the time loops and how you’ve grown, but… a galaxy destroyer?”

“Coward,” Cyvrosdyr spat. “What good is a God that won’t fight for their faithful in defense of their world?”

Orodan shook his head and gestured for the wintry dragon to ease up.

“Not everyone aspires to become a legendary warrior,” Orodan said, recalling the conversation he’d had with Mahari a long time ago. “Everyone has their place in this world. Some take peaceful paths, others take roads fraught with slightly more conflict. It does not make him lesser for it. And if those who walk the peaceful road are unwilling to fight, that’s fine, I’ll simply do battle in their stead.”

“I respect your mettle and sense of responsibility, World Ruler… but I must disagree,” Cyvrosdyr said. “The pacifism of Malzim can rest only in the shade of your strength. To encourage such a thing…”

“Then I shall grow strong enough to shade all who wish it,” Orodan said, his fist clenched. “I agree that one’s haughty ideals are useless without the strength to live by them, but we’re going off-course. This meeting is to inform you all that a grand array leading to a safe part of a neighboring galaxy is being offered by the Conclave. If we fall, you shall be sheltered. If we prevail, you will simply return.”

“A fair compromise,” said Kultuanir, the patriarch of the Time Wind dragon flight who’d been silent thus far.

Eldramir, patriarch of the Novarrian Soaring Flame dragon flight was also present, as was the patriarch of the Sapphire Gale. Eldramir and Kultuanir butted heads when the joint council of Alastaia was initially formed, but had since grown to be capable of working together.

“And before I forget… have you heard anything of Eximus?” Orodan asked, looking at Malzim.

“Nothing… No word from Ilyatana or Agathor either,” the God of Death said. “We’ve found no faithful of Ilyatana or Agathor… but Eximus, we have been rooting out his followers regularly. Just last week we found a cult and had their souls cleansed by the cultivators from that other world you have ventured to.”

It would have been concerning if Orodan cared to keep Alastaia’s location secret indefinitely. But from the get-go he knew that wouldn’t have been feasible. The Reject had some manner of locking onto the planet and was coming for it. Eximus having followers upon Alastaia was unfortunate, but acceptable for now.

“And what of Agorhiku?” Orodan asked Ozgaric.

The Guzuharan God of War counted the raider tribes of the northern continent among his faithful. Orodan hated raiders, they were responsible for the attack on the caravan where Orodan had lost both his parents when a babe and the course of his life was changed. Consequently, he hated Agorhiku as well. And the day he found a way into the divine realm on his own power, he vowed to execute the Guzuharan War God with his own hands.

“Most of the raider tribes have been wiped out. Guzuhar is safer than ever before, and finding any followers of Agorhiku is an incredibly rare occurrence,” Ozgaric said. “Incredibly rare, yet a few still remain in hiding somewhere.”

Orodan hummed and then looked to the back where the last group was present. Three Avatars who were familiar.

“And how’ve you lot been?” Orodan asked. “Not very talkative, are you?”

“We are doing well, time looper,” Cithrel, God-Queen of the elves of Eldiron spoke from her Avatar’s mouth. “Ever since you made my dearest Eldarion here take his trial early and consequently ascend to Godhood instead of Transcendence, I’m the happiest I have ever been.”

“I see… and what of you, Eldarion? Have you been doing well?”

“My daily life is filled with physical exertions of a most grueling nature,” the Avatar of the elven God of Friendship replied. “Orodan Wainwright, I should have never advanced beyond level 100. Remaining there was a simpler time…”

“Hush now, dearest… is that how you refer to our most beautiful union of love?”

Ah. That.

Now Orodan felt at least partly bad for the poor elf who’d failed the ascendancy trial and instead become a God. A God of Friendship being forced to engage in such rigorous exertions couldn’t have been pleasant. Although… perhaps it was a good form of training?

Well, at least Eldarion didn’t actually sound unhappy and it seemed more of a jest than anything.

“Your marital happiness and activities aside, I’m glad to hear you’re doing well,” Orodan said. “Has Faraine made any moves against you? I strictly told her to avoid you and go about her own business.”

“No interaction between us, time looper,” Cithrel said. “She has kept her word, at least.”

“And I get a strange feeling from you, Orodan Wainwright,” Eldarion said. “It’s a feeling most familiar to myself as well. The sensation of holding back insights from the System for fear of not wanting to advance until the right moment.”

“Do you now?” Orodan asked. “Perhaps… I took inspiration from what you were doing.”

After all. When it came to certain skills…

…the System simply couldn’t accurately quantify their power.

And perhaps for once, Orodan felt as though it was good to have something in the back pocket for true crises.
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While a casual stroll through Novar’s Peak sounded entertaining, it would’ve simply caused an excessive disturbance and led to the incapacitation of multiple members of the Intelligence Service. Yes, Orodan was the World Ruler of Alastaia, but the average member of the public still thought Elites were the highest level someone could reach.

The matter of who’d gone into the abyss and brought the world core to heel wasn’t something they knew about. Only members of the joint council and a select few people did.

Unlike Spatial Fold, which was more than a little destructive along the path of its usage, Teleportation was far more convenient and allowed for the quick and instantaneous travel between points Orodan had already been to. And he’d definitely been to the deep basement of Novar’s Peak beneath the Memorial of the First Emperor.

“Who goes there!”

A hand whipped out, although for a brief instant nothing came. Only the next moment did a gout of shredding wind emanate. Orodan’s clothes were shredded, but he was entirely unharmed.

“Retraining the muscle memory is hard,” Orodan said. “While that crown was useful, the risk of corruption from the Eldritch is simply too high.”

“Wait… you’re…”

“Good to see you again, Balastion,” Orodan said, reversing his shredded clothes through time. “Novarria and the world have been running smoothly since my departure, I hope?”

Balastion Novar. First Emperor of the Empire of Novarria and likely the strongest human upon the continent of Inuan, Orodan aside. Orodan cleansed the man’s Eldritch crown, at the request of Balastion himself from the long loop in Novarria where he’d fallen to the Eldritch.

“Orodan Wainwright. It has been a while indeed,” Balastion Novar replied. “You left for other worlds, and now the only thing the occasional traveler coming from the wider galaxy can speak of is the time looper. You haven’t remained idle at all.”

“Far from it. I’ve also made some new enemies, and I’m sure you’ve heard of all that,” Orodan said.

“Indeed. I suspected your straightforward nature and that habit of perpetual honesty might cause trouble,” Balastion replied.

“No scathing remark?”

“I have had time to think, to reflect and piece together what they say about you with what I saw and the tales you told me of the time loops,” Balastion spoke. “I think, Orodan… that one way or another, you always prevail. I see no reason to lose faith in you now. In any case, myself and the people of Novarria will be evacuating through this Conclave’s grand array, so I shall not worry overmuch.”

Orodan hummed in acknowledgement. Did he always prevail? He had gotten this far, but that was through the usage of the time loops. Who knew how this battle would play out? No enemy of his had ever threatened the time loops and a permanent death before.

“Anyhow, how’s Novarria been doing? Have your people prospered? Do the elves bother you any longer?” Orodan asked.

The conflict between Novarria and Eldiron had been rather central in his last long loop, after all.

“Novarria has been well, my friend, and the elves have not overstepped their bounds. The looming threat of yourself has made everyone fall in line, and the lack of the Eldritch crown means Eldiron has little reason to try and make any aggressive movements. Of course, despite the joint council, we still occasionally bicker and argue, with the rare spy or two sending reports. But compared to the old days, now is a peaceful time,” Balastion explained. “Our people prosper, travelers from other worlds often come by and trade us the most wondrous of things, and they all oft speak of you and your exploits. I profess… this experience of feeling small within my own citadel is a novel one.”

“The Imperial Citadel of Novarria is still your home and domain,” Orodan said. “Has anyone been giving you trouble? Say the word and I shall straighten them out.”

Balastion shook his head and laughed.

“Far from it. If anything, these Transcendents who I hadn’t known to exist until now are most respectful towards me. The cultivators in particular seem to hold you in high regard, something to do with you liberating their world and being good friends with their High Sovereign,” Balastion said. “No. The smallness I feel comes from within. It is… interesting to see that my dream for a world of peace has, even if temporarily, been achieved. And in a way, superior to what I would’ve planned.”

Orodan wasn’t sure how to respond to that. He wasn’t good at comforting people, and wasn’t sure how to go about addressing Balastion’s feeling of inadequacy. On one hand, Orodan had achieved everything Balastion himself desired. A prosperous and secure Novarria; a world of peace. On the other, he’d taken the man’s Eldritch crown and practically destroyed it. As requested by the Balastion Novar of the last long loop, of course.

There was no quandary or moral guilt there, he’d acted as Balastion asked. But a part of Orodan wondered if it was better to allow people the freedom to make their own mistakes. In any case, he was better equipped now to aid Balastion in acquiring Eldritch Resistance. Something to think about for the next loop.

Next loop? No. That was a defeatist attitude.

Orodan shook his head to clear his thoughts. In his own way, he was subconsciously worried about the outcome of the coming battle.

“I see… I shan’t intrude on the personal strife within. I have more than enough of it myself some days,” Orodan said. “I did come here to see one more person though. Is she around? Or rather… might she come out from the shadow of that pillar she’s attempting to hide behind?”

A fizzle of magical energies popped, and a slender woman became visible. She’d arrived halfway through his and Balastion’s conversation, and Orodan sensed it immediately.

“In any case, it was good to see you again, Orodan Wainwright,” Balastion said. “The defense command still has more administrative matters they wish to run by me, so I shall go for now.”

The first emperor of Novarria departed his own memorial chamber, leaving only Orodan and Vespidia within.

This was the reincarnated elf who’d given her life for him once. In the last long loop he had in Novarria. She had been a friend, even if she didn’t remember those experiences in this loop.

“Your ability to spot anything, no matter how well-hidden, is somewhat unsettling,” Vespidia said. “Can your enemies even flee?”

“It works through spotting the impurities in someone’s soul or their energy pools. Newborn infants with pure souls or the soul energy from the average undamaged soul won’t register anything. It’s not an all-powerful skill,” Orodan explained. “And there was a time where my enemies couldn’t flee, but that was due to a Blessing. The God responsible for that Blessing is now dead.”

“Well… you certainly don’t fail to keep busy. Is that what you’ve been doing since freeing Faraine?” Vespidia asked.

“That, and making cosmic enemies who threaten devastation on a galactic scale,” Orodan added. “You’re up to speed, then?”

“Unfortunately. You’re pitting me against foes who are a bit above my weight class,” she said.

“So Zaessythra approached you? That damn half-dragon…” Orodan muttered. “I’m vehemently against this idea, and you don’t have to fight at all.”

“But I want to.”

“And what of your wife? What if you’re struck by some horrific attack which ravages your soul?” Orodan asked. “I still don’t know why you refuse to have her resurrected. It would take less than two seconds for me to do so.”

“While your power is impressive, I think bringing her back to a world on the brink of invasion is a bit… unfair, is it not?” Vespidia asked, and Orodan had to grudgingly admit to that. “We’re in fact rather happy. Faraine and Malzim work together to arrange regular visits, and I intend to naturally pass in Faraine’s service before seeing her again.”

She wanted to die.

That was fine. Orodan also enjoyed the thought of an honest death in battle.

But Orodan was also a hypocrite, and he knew that.

“Dammit, Vespidia,” he growled out. “Why do you insist on getting killed on my behalf?”

“On Faraine’s behalf.”

“Then if I tell Faraine to retreat and evacuate through the grand array?”

“She’ll refuse. My Goddess won’t abandon her followers or the world they live upon,” Vespidia said.

“You don’t even know if this stupid plan of yours will work,” Orodan argued.

“Given what I’ve heard about these Crusaders, they’re the forced combination of a God and a Transcendent,” she said. “My skill can cut the connection between God and Avatar… so it’s at least worth a shot. Particularly if that gigantic world-eating dragon will be arriving on the Hegemony’s side.”

She wasn’t wrong. Avraxas, the Crusader dragon of the Hegemony who was both peak-God and peak-Transcendent fused into one, would be a problem. Orodan perhaps felt he could beat it given enough time and attempts via checkpoint, but who knew how long that would take? The dragon was famed for its enormous energy capacity, but Orodan’s was on a level far beyond it. However, there was no way the enemy would allow him to leisurely spend weeks dueling Avraxas. The Reject was coming for Orodan, and there would be plenty of powerful enemies on the field that required his attention. His allies would need to find some way of dealing with the massive world-eating dragon on their own.

“You might be a mighty time looper, but you don’t get to dictate how or when others choose to die,” Vespidia said. “I’ve heard of… my sacrifice in a past loop of yours. I don’t know what that Vespidia was thinking, but death has always been on my mind. My love and desire to see my fallen wife is matched only by my devotion to Faraine. In serving her and finding death, I’ll be happy. You have my gratitude for freeing my Goddess, but both her and I intend to make a stand upon Alastaia.”

“You fight at the level of a Grandmaster. Our enemies are Transcendents and Gods in their actual forms,” Orodan said. “How do you intend to make any contribution before being annihilated as an afterthought?”

“The defense command has assigned a squad to me. Their duty is to keep me safe so that I might strike blows against enemy Crusaders,” Vespidia explained.

“Fair enough. You’re right. I shan’t try and dictate what you do,” Orodan said. “But… if you’re doing all this for Faraine, then do I not deserve to meet with your Goddess?”

Upon the utterance of his words, the air became charged with divine power, and Vespidia’s eyes began glowing.

“And here I am, Orodan Wainwright. My savior, and the protector of our world,” Faraine said, voice booming. “What may I do for one who has done so much for me?”

“Evacuate yourself and all of Eldiron?” Orodan asked.

“I cannot. The people will be evacuated, but us Gods will remain to support you, even if defensively,” Faraine said. “I have had my differences with my fellow elven deities, but in this we stand united.”

“Fine. Do as you wish,” Orodan said. He wasn’t exactly happy about it, but he wouldn’t stand in their way if they wished to defend their home. “That was all I had to speak of.”

“Wait. Before you go… the Eldritch,” Faraine said. “They tell me you’ve fought it upon other galaxies as well.”

“What of it?” Orodan asked. “There’s two distinct kinds. The non-infectious sort that can be found in the depths of the abyss and in some people, and the infectious kind which I battled in a neighboring galaxy.”

“And these Eldritch… were they spouting about… about the ‘truth’ as well?” Faraine asked.

“Yes, they were,” Orodan said, and then he understood. “Ah, that’s right. You too succumbed to the Eldritch infection long ago before your imprisonment, yes?”

“Correct. And I just wanted to know how… how you resisted it so well.”

“Keeping your willpower strong tends to help,” Orodan said. But that was stupid advice, like a strong warrior telling a skinny boy to just be strong. “As does remaining true to your sense of self. It tried whispering to me often, but I never really listened.”

In that regard, his stubborn and bullheaded nature probably helped. Dense people had words go in one ear and out the other. Orodan Wainwright had words go in one ear and bounce right back out. A head of pure stone.

“But the truth they speak of… how did you resist its sway? When I heard of it… my mind has had difficulty not constantly dwelling upon it. The urge to speak it, to spread it; it plagues me still, and I fear the lightest touch of Eldritch will find me easier to corrupt than it would any other.”

Now that was interesting.

What she was suggesting, was that knowledge of the ‘truth’ that the Eldritch spread what made one more vulnerable to it?

Then… did one’s relation and their understanding of the Eldritch truth determine what sort of infected they were?

Something to consider.
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Karilsgard.

Capital city of the Republic of Aden and where he’d dwelled during his time at the Bluefire Academy.

It was a beautiful city, and it held many memories for him. However, now that he’d ventured out into the galaxy and seen a few other worlds, Karilsgard seemed a bit… mundane. Hells, even Novar’s Peak was an older and more glamorous city. Still, he liked the place, and it brought back memories of Bluefire Academy, House Firesword, and the long loop in which three of the Prime Five had tried possessing him to use as a counterpart to the Eldritch Avatar.

Well, not-so-good memories near the end.

Meaningless as national identity had become, he was still an Adenian, a citizen of the Republic. Unlike with Novar’s Peak, here he did decide to stroll down the streets. There was no Novarrian Intelligence Service around to harass him, and unless something had changed, he was still the county militia man from Ogdenborough. Although, there might be some questions of desertion if anyone recognized him.

He walked past the Rockwood manor, past the commercial district and beyond the Cathedral of the Prime Five. Or rather, Prime Two. Three of the statues had been struck down, and there was a period of much upheaval on Inuan as the joint council worked to stamp out any worship and Blessings of the vile three who Orodan considered his enemies.

He was near the High Forges of Karilsgard and nearing the Palace of the Council when a guard stopped him.

Perhaps someone finally recognized him and would try to arrest him for desertion? Admittedly, very few people were his size, so it wasn’t hard to spot Orodan.

“You are… Lord Wainwright? Sir, we’ve been told to keep an eye out for you,” the guard, an Adept-level capital guardsman, said.

“Lord? I’m just Orodan Wainwright. Not a lord,” Orodan replied. The pomp and pretentiousness of such things didn’t suit him.

“But… sir… we were instructed to bring you to the courts upon discovery. You’re the head of noble House Wainwright, are you not?”

Noble house Wainright?

What in the seven hells!

“W-what!” Orodan incredulously asked. “I’m not a noble! Is this some sort of practical joke?”

“N-no, sir! I’m just following orders, I apologize if I’ve inconvenienced you. We were just told to bring you to the courts so that they could formalize the affair,” the guardsman said.

Orodan? A noble? Absolutely not! Never!

He was no uppity ponce. He was no effete fool with a particular palate. To be called a noble was some sort of insult. Orodan came from humble stock, dammit!

He sighed and shook his head.

“You’re just doing your job. Tell the courts I have no time for such things, and that I refuse the registration. I’m no noble,” Orodan said.

“Er… I’ll relay the message, my lord… but you also have a seat on the joint council,” the guard said. “Your house banner flies from the top of the High Spire of Karilsgard.”

The palm of Orodan’s hand met his own face. He’d been taught of all the noble houses during basic training in the militia. He looked up to get a good look at the additional banner which he didn’t otherwise recognize.

It was simple. A white sword and shield diagonally crossed over one another, on a field of black.

The banner wasn’t half-bad, at least.

“Damn it all… who’s responsible for this? Who declared me a noble?” Orodan asked.

“I believe it was a motion jointly proposed by Houses Rockwood and Firesword, with unanimous approval from all other houses,” the guard said. “The unanimous approval’s rather rare.”

Damn Alcianne, and damn Arvayne. He would give them a piece of his mind. Good thing he was already on route to see them.

“I’m headed for the Palace of the Council in any case, I shall… have words with them.”

He left the guardsman behind and continued onwards. He practically threw the palace doors off their hinges, and no guardsman got in his way as he made a beeline for the Council Chambers.

He threw the doors open.

“My lords and ladies, we’ve rooted out more faithful of Eximus today,” a halfling military general said, giving report. “It’s the last raid we can do before the evacuation order.”

“Good work, General Tegin. Continue making preparations for the mass evacuation, we shall give you further ord⁠—”

“Where is Alcianne Rockwood!” Orodan loudly asked, interrupting council.

“You are… Lord Wainwright!” said the High-Burgher Sarvaan Ilsuan Arslan. Nominal head of the Republic. “My lord, we have yet to formally declare you nobility with a ceremony, but now is as good a t⁠—”

“No! No noble titles! No noble houses!” Orodan exclaimed. “Good taste in the banner though. Simple, but strong.”

An old couple in the back, within the spectator seats stood up as he spoke. They looked the same at least.

“Shall we take this somewhere quieter?” Alcianne Rockwood asked.
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“It lightens my heart to see you happy and doing well, old man,” Orodan said.

They were on a balcony near the very peak of the High Spire, overlooking the entire city of Karilsgard and much of the countryside.

Arvayne Firesword. The oldest member and triple-Grandmaster of House Firesword. This man was the second strongest warrior of the Republic, and while Orodan had long since grown past such minuscule scales of power, what mattered to him… was that this graying old man, and the old woman holding Arvayne’s hand, were his mentors long ago.

“I’m not even at three millennia yet…” Arvayne muttered.

“Something you needn’t be concerned about now that Alastaia has access to the wider galaxy for trade. The cultivators can concoct pills which make natural aging a concern of the past,” Orodan explained.

“Indeed. I’ve been trying to get this old sack of bones to try one, but he’s holding off for now. Too set in his ways,” Alcianne said.

“I regret not being able to come by as often, I apologize,” Orodan said.

“Hardly your fault when I was an insensate mess who needed the assistance of numerous mind and soul cultivators to recover,” Arvayne said. Unlike everyone else, Orodan truly didn’t have much opportunity to speak with Arvayne Firesword. After getting rid of Agathor and the War God’s Blessings, Arvayne’s mind and soul were damaged. The man needed time and help to recover and return to his old self. “I don’t think I ever got the chance to say this, but I’m grateful for everything you did. For reuniting me with Alcianne under my own mind… for dealing with Agathor.”

“Agathor will never bother you again,” Orodan said. Something in his voice must have given away the answer, for Arvayne nodded slowly, understanding what had occurred. His mentor seemed relieved.

Good.

This was part of what Orodan sought strength for. That those he cared for and owed could rest easy under the shade of his power.

“I see… and it was you who dealt with him then, was it?” Arvayne asked, and Orodan nodded. “Heh… amazing to think I actually trained you. Someone who can fight Gods and whose name is spoken of by travelers from other worlds. Let me look at you. Rough hands, strong arms, tall and doughty frame… a steely look in your eyes, too. You’re a real warrior, aren’t you? I don’t know how much of your current self is due to my teachings… and I don’t know if my previous self in the loops ever told you, but let me say that I’m proud of the man I had a hand in teaching. Even if I do not remember it.”

A warm feeling suffused Orodan. Pride and satisfaction.

“Thank you, old man… You taught me a lot, especially when I really needed it and was naught but a fish from a pond floundering about in the ocean,” Orodan said. “I still recall many of your lessons about developing a fighting style to this day.”

“Heh… good, good,” Arvayne said. “I hope I was a good teacher. Can’t say the decisions I’ve made throughout my own life have been right…”

Alcianne squeezed Arvayne’s hand a bit tighter as the old man said so.

“I’ve erred plenty of times myself,” Orodan said. “There’s plenty of blood on my hands. And I’ve done things I’m not proud of. In comparison, you’re a saint. And you were under control of Agathor for the longest time.”

“You judge yourself too harshly, Orodan,” Arvayne spoke. “You’ll find that you’re not so bad a man yourself.”

Mayhap. He was a man who had plenty of blood and suffering on his hands, though. Not that Orodan would self-flagellate over it like some guilt-stricken priest. He was a warrior, and that way of life came with blood.

“And it’s unfair to blame yourself for what Agathor controlled you into doing,” Alcianne said, reassuring Arvayne.

“True enough. Once my control was broken, Halor was considerate enough to also ask Alcianne if she wanted to remain as his Chosen,” Arvayne said. “She naturally asked to be free. A soul cultivator was contracted, and now we’re both free of the Gods. Simply living our lives and shepherding the young with advice from time to time.”

“But I must say, this retirement is a bit boring for my tastes,” Alcianne said. The old woman had always been the headstrong brawler type. “Though I suppose some peace isn’t such a bad thing. No more war with Novarria, no concern of any descending Eldritch threats. We have you fighting heroically on our behalf now. A foe which can shatter galaxies… Are you sure everything will be fine?”

Frankly, Orodan wasn’t sure. But the last thing he needed was to make these two old folks worry.

“It’ll be fine. One way or another, I’ll make it out the other side,” Orodan said.

“And at worst, even if you do die and end up going back in time,” Arvayne spoke, “at least you won’t be a noble any longer.”

“So it was you!” Orodan exclaimed, harrumphing as the two old fools had a laugh at his expense. He sighed and dropped the matter. “In any case, I simply came by to see you and Halor. Is his new Chosen inside the palace?”

“Ah, the man’s been waiting outside for a while upon hearing that you wished to speak with him,” Alcianne said.

That was a bit much. Orodan felt a little bad for keeping him waiting, but he hadn’t even known.

“Ah, wish you’d told me. I didn’t mean to waste his time,” Orodan said.

“And miss the chance to catch up?” Alcianne asked. “I think not. This has been a pleasure though, take care, Orodan Wainwright. What a surreal experience, being told of all these things we’ve experienced without actually remembering them.”

“Indeed, take care, granny,” Orodan said, earning a frown from her. “And you too, old man.”

Orodan bade them farewell and stepped out into the hallway where a burly old man was waiting.

“Orodan Wainwright, you wished to speak with Halor?” the man asked, and Orodan nodded.

The air became charged with divine energy, and suddenly, the man’s eyes began glowing.

Halor, the God of Life and Nature. His Avatar’s body crackled with power, but was quickly healed, as expected of the God of Life. This God was one of the few Orodan was on amicable terms with. While he’d never directly helped Orodan, his Chosen, Alcianne Rockwood, had. And Halor had never gone against Orodan either, which couldn’t be said for three former members of the Prime Five.

“Orodan Wainwright,” Halor said, proffering a hand.

“Halor,” Orodan replied, taking the hand. “I see you’ve found a new Chosen. Who’s he?”

“A Rockwood. Junior to Alcianne, but still mighty enough that he sufficed,” Halor said. “I profess, the loss of Alcianne was a blow to my power. But seeing her shackled to me when her love has finally returned would have been cruel. And if it’s power we need… Alastaia has you.”

“We’ll need more than just power, but cooperation for the coming battle. At least, if we’re to protect this world against the Hegemony and its allies,” Orodan said. “The looming threat beyond even that… I shall primarily face. Anyhow, I came to ask how the preparations for evacuation are going upon Inuan. I heard the council speaking of it, which is a good sign that things are underway. Have there been any holdouts?”

“Evacuation is proceeding smoothly and in a timely manner. However, there are some from the Eastern Kingdoms and Dokuhan Mountains who are refusing to evacuate,” Halor said. “Some of them are bumpkins, and we followed your instructions in respecting their choice. Mainly though, the dwarves.”

“As expected. We’re at war with their God and faction,” Orodan said. “None of them have been harmed though, correct?”

“As you instructed. We have left the dwarves to their own devices, though their practice of enslaving and using captive drow and orcs as soul energy generators was quickly shut down,” Halor said. “That aside… they have refused to evacuate alongside us. There’s a distinct possibility they will attempt to aid the enemy during the assault.”

“So be it then. I assume you’ve set up adequate defenses and countermeasures in the case they do?” Orodan asked and the Avatar of Halor nodded. “Good. If they wish to join the fight, we can treat them as combatants and slaughter them. But to just butcher a bunch of dwarves or forcibly evict them into another galaxy would be a bit low. The only targets of priority is the world core anyways.”

And the System Control Spike, or Divine Tower.

“It shall be done as you say. The leader of the Celestial Court also shares a similar mindset as yourself,” Halor said. “Orodan… if you do not mind me asking…”

“Agathor?” Orodan asked, and Halor nodded.

“I heard of your confrontation with him… and what he’d become.”

“It was… not my finest moment. I didn’t directly make him join hands with the Hegemony to become a twisted abomination,” Orodan said. “But what I did to his mind was the cause. What happened to him… I take responsibility for it.”

For a while Halor was silent.

“Did he die with dignity?”

“Aye. I forced his weapons into his hands and gave him the warrior’s death on his feet that he deserved,” Orodan answered.

“I don’t suppose there’s any way you could spare him your enmity in future loops?” Halor asked.

“He is a sworn enemy of mine. What he did to my mentor, Arvayne Firesword, what he tried doing to me… I will never forget that,” Orodan said, heat in his voice. “But… at the very least, he need not be corrupted into a shell of what he was. He is my foe… but a respectable death is the least I can offer.”

“He had his vices and flaws… but we were friends,” Halor said. “I do not begrudge you slaying him. If you ever encounter him again… just make his end a quick one, please.”

“I will. And the same for Eximus and Ilyatana,” Orodan said. “Though, I know not where the Goddess of Fate has gone or what her current state is.”

And from the looks of it, Halor didn’t either.

Though, Orodan had a feeling he’d see them again.
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It was a familiar clearing, with oddly sharp and pointy trees all around.

“A wayward student has returned to enjoy the sights?”

“You don’t even remember teaching me,” Orodan said.

“It’s the principle of the matter,” Adeltaj quipped.

“And considering this place served as your burial grounds once upon a time, I prefer not to visit so casually.”

“I don’t remember such a thing.”

“It’s the principle of the matter,” Orodan fired back. “Rather hard to remember your own death, unless you’re a time looper, or a reincarnator. Or resurrected.”

“Hmm, well I have a hunch that you might be one of those three things,” Adeltaj said with a smirk.

In the time until the cultivators had returned to pick Orodan up and start his journey across the cosmos, he would often come by and speak to Adeltaj. If anything, this man, his first mentor, was a rather close confidant of his.

“How’s my first teacher been?” Orodan asked. “Still driving the young folk up the wall with your talent for getting under the skin?”

“Indeed. That little girl and the goblin you sent me are certainly a joy to anger,” Adeltaj said. “She won’t stop rising to every little taunt. At least she’s a ferocious fighter though. The goblin, however, quite talented. He’ll surpass even me if he lives long enough.”

“I always knew Zukelmux was destined for greatness. He’s an Elite but should be capable of fighting at the peak of the Master-level,” Orodan said. “What of the two others?”

“Ah, those two siblings? They have their regular classes during the day at Bluefire, and then they’ll come receive my tutelage at night,” Adeltaj said. “Strangely enough, the sister’s the more talented one of the two. Far better at fighting, as well. Shame she doesn’t care much for it.”

Mahari and Altaj. And as expected, Mahari didn’t enjoy fighting, but she sure was good at it.

Orodan had taken Adeltaj aside and asked if he could take these four on as students, and the man had agreed.

“Hmm, well not everyone wants to be a fighter. If everyone chases battle, who will do the farming and the crafting?” he asked. “Better that I fight in their stead.”

“You mean we.”

“No, I mean me, old man,” Orodan countered. “Don’t even joke about that. I’ve had enough of your heroics.”

“You mean when I nobly sacrificed myself against a True Vampire to save you?” Adeltaj asked.

“And that was one death too many. I’ve had enough of people dying on my behalf,” Orodan replied.

“Good thing then, that I know when I’m outmatched. I’m but a dual-Grandmaster, what use am I in a battle between Gods and Transcendents?” Adeltaj posed. “No. I and my students will be taking the grand array and living to fight another day. I only hope that my first student reunites with us once victorious.”

“Does reuniting with you in Velestok at the beginning of the loops count?”

“A rather defeatist attitude to have, isn’t it?” Adeltaj asked.

“I spoke with the first emperor earlier,” Orodan said. “He supposedly had faith that I always come out on top and prevail.”

“Which, from what you tell me, you do. Thus far, have most of your desperate struggles not ended in victory of a sort?” Adeltaj asked.

“Of a sort. That’s where the issue is… even if I win, it’s never an outcome I’m happy with,” Orodan admitted. “The first battle against the Eldritch Avatar? I resisted its corruption and acquired Eldritch Resistance, but I died. The second battle? I killed it and simultaneously died, and the continent of Guzuhar was destroyed. The third? I cleansed it but was then slain by the Hegemony as everyone died yet again. Pardon me if I’m a bit pessimistic.”

“Quite the worry on your mind,” Adeltaj said. “Then again, it has always been the lot of heroes to bear such burdens. Even if yours is heavier than most.”

“Hero? I wouldn’t call myself a hero, old man. You’re a hero. You selflessly gave your life for some reckless idiot who swung a sword and shield about,” Orodan said, recalling Adeltaj’s sacrifice. “Me? I’m a warrior. I chase the thrill of battle, the lust for combat, and the ever-increasing strength of my sword arm. Hero is something best reserved for those doing good for good’s sake. For better people than I.”

“If someone does something heroic, does it not make them a hero?” Adeltaj asked. “You’ve certainly saved enough lives and done enough good while putting yourself at risk.”

“Perhaps. But doing something heroic and being a hero are two different things,” Orodan said. “A villain may perform a heroic act, and a hero may also perform a villainous act. But at core, who someone is can be different to the acts they perform.”

“What you’re suggesting then, is that the motive matters,” Adeltaj said, and Orodan nodded. “What then, is your motive, Orodan?”

“Finding a good fight?”

“A base desire, but I suspect not what you really want. One can have things they enjoy alongside their motives. Your desire for a good fight is just a want, mayhap even a need. Do you not have a dream, Orodan?”

Did he have a dream?

All he could think of were the dreams of others. Of Balastion Novar and his dream of a world of peace. Of Vespidia and her desire to free Faraine and then reunite with her wife. Of Mahari and her desire to prove herself better than the main line of her house. Of Adeltaj and how he enjoyed teaching.

“A dream… I’m not sure. What I will admit is that all this strength, I’ve chased it for a reason,” Orodan said. “A number of people I care for have dreams. If I were to describe mine… perhaps it would involve having strength enough that I can be the pillar upon which their dreams rest. The God of Death doesn’t want to fight? Fine, I’ll do it for him. Mahari doesn’t want to be a legendary warrior? Not an issue, I’ll face down the foe. The first emperor wants a world of peace? I shall fight to make that a reality. I enjoy fighting far too much to play the hero who goes around righting wrongs and fixing problems… but what I can do with all this strength, is enable the dreams of people better than I to become reality.”

“The ground upon which the dreams of others can become real,” Adeltaj muttered. “A mighty ambition, befitting a warrior like yourself.”

“And besides… I still have many skills I want to stubbornly grind.”
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“Why did I figure I’d find you here?” Zaessythra asked. “Are you just… cleaning?”

A dirty rag was in his hand, and he was doing repeated swipes of his bedside table and then using Time Reversal to make it dusty once more.

Not a single skill level had gone up, mainly because Orodan had forced the comprehensions he had to remain buried deep. He was on the cusp. He knew… but not yet. It wasn’t yet time.

For one-and-a-half weeks he’d been locked in his hovel, doing nothing but cleaning, and the occasional trip to the moon when Zaessythra wasn’t there.

“Sometimes, one must focus on the basics,” Orodan said.

“You could blink and cleanse this entire town with but a snap of your fingers,” Zaessythra said. “Though, I suppose there’s something to be said in finding mastery through extreme honing of the very fundamentals.”

“You understand it then? Of course you do,” Orodan remarked. “You’re a freakish talent yourself. Still reading that book, I see?”

“You’re not the only one preparing,” Zaessythra said.

“True enough. Yet sometimes, one needs a break from preparations,” Orodan said. “How about we take a walk? My hovel is a bit… dilapidated and not the ideal place to host anyone.”

“I was about to say… is this how you treat a lady?”

Orodan rolled his eyes. “How did you get here unnoticed anyways?”

“That’s just the thing,” she replied. “I didn’t.”

“Sergeant… I think it went in there!”

“Edrosic! If this turns out to be a waste of my time, I’ll have you cleaning the cesspools! What’s this nonsense about a ten-foot-tall female lizard?”

Zaessythra’s eyes narrowed.

“Female lizard is it?” she asked in a low and threatening voice as she stepped out of his hovel and in full view of the street. “Care to rethink that choice of words?”

“I-it’s real! By the Gods! Call the capital guard!” a militia woman yelled.

“Hold ranks! Y-you… you’re trespassing in a restricted area! This here’s the house of Lord Orodan Wainwright! He used to serve with the county militia before his rise to success!” the voice bellowed. “Why, I used to be his sergeant! So if you think I’m intimidated, think again!”

Orodan had heard enough and decided to step out himself.

“Sergeant Woodgard?” he asked.

The street went silent.

Sergeant Woodgard had been Orodan’s superior during his time in the county militia. Before the time loops, the sergeant had been the strongest member of the Ogdenborough barracks. A mid-level Apprentice. While Orodan had been the second strongest.

“W-Wainwri—I mean… Lord Wainwright!” the man exclaimed. “This… monster is trespassing upon your domain!”

“This ‘monster’ is my friend. We’re fine, Sergeant,” Orodan said. He also noticed Parthus Edrosic next to the sergeant. Orodan didn’t have anything against him, but also had no words for what was a lazy and cowardly man. Even in his first life, Edrosic had fled, leaving Orodan to die alone. “Matter of fact, we’ll be leaving now.”

Orodan and Zaessythra walked down the road, and the county militia cleared a path.

It was a little comedic, seeing the bumpkins of Ogdenborough react to a half-dragon. People stared on in utter wonder, and some men and women even had more lascivious intentions in their eyes. Which was fair enough, for Orodan could also admit Zaessythra was captivating at times.

“This here’s the tanner’s house,” Orodan said. “Filthy place, or it used to be before I cleaned it at the very beginning of this loop. The tannins were practically bonded to the floorboards.”

“Sounds like a mess,” she said.

“And this is Fodgarton’s,” Orodan said as they continued walking. “I would get my cleaning supplies from here. Not a bad store, and the shopkeeper’s not connected to any noble houses. You can count on him to not price-gouge.”

They continued on until they reached the completed warehouse at 4 Ale Road.

“A warehouse?” Zaessythra asked.

“Well yes, but at the beginning of the loop this place is always under construction. It’s been over three months now since this long loop first started, and the warehouse is done,” Orodan explained. “At the start of the loops though, I typically come by to help Old Man Hannegan and the architect build it up. Helped hone my Woodworking and craft skills a decent amount.”

They continued on toward the plaza.

“Is that where you got me the ‘fresh’ bowl of fruit and fish from?” Zaessythra asked. “Looks a bit better than the rest of this impoverished town.”

“I got you that from a local grocer,” Orodan said, causing her face to crinkle up. “This, is Eversong Plaza. A part of me still wants to raze it and the tavern into a crater.”

How long had it been since he’d been here? So many of his early battles took place upon the stone tiles of this accursed plaza. Back then, it had been House Argon who controlled the place. Orodan died hundreds of times against their troops until he made a dent, and then he met the Master-level necromancer and her Demonic Berserker pet which savaged him thousands of times more.

He had entered the plaza an average fighter. And he’d left a true warrior.

It was also where it all started.

“Isn’t this where you died for the very first time?” Zaessythra asked, sniffing the air as though trying to uncover its secrets.

“Aye,” Orodan said as he moved to a certain spot. “Right around here, in fact. I fought and killed three Guzuharan raiders, Apprentice-level.”

“You were at the Apprentice-level yourself too then, no?” she asked. “Three against one… even before the loops your talent was apparent.”

“Perhaps,” Orodan acknowledged. “I took fatal wounds in killing the three, though. I then used the last of my strength to charge and stab the unprotected back of the Master-level warchief. It was pitifully ineffective, and the last thing I remember is my vision spinning end over end as I was likely decapitated.”

“So that’s how it all began. The mighty time looper, killed in battle by daring to rush in and take on all comers,” Zaessythra said. “I suppose it’s true, that power doesn’t really change someone at core. You’re still the same reckless idiot with a death wish, aren’t you?”

“I suppose I am,” Orodan said. “Come, let’s head inside the tavern. Perhaps a bite to eat is called for.”

“I forget that you eat food sometimes, Orodan,” she said.

He was about to reply, but thought better of it. She wasn’t entirely wrong. He hadn’t really been training his Gourmand or Cooking skill overly much aside from that one time on X2.

In any case, they pushed past the double doors of the newly revamped Castarian’s Boot Tavern. This tavern would normally be closed off to anyone but House Argon and their approved visitors at the beginning of the loop, but they’d been proven traitors by now and the tavern and Ogdenborough were under the purview of House Firesword.

Frankly, the town in general had been doing a lot better since the joint council was implemented.

Without House Argon blocking aid, and due to the joint council wanting to please Orodan, much investment had been put into Ogdenborough. This showed in the tavern as well, where people were boisterously drinking and laughing. The spirits of the townsfolk were far better than they’d ever been whenever the loops began.

And out of the corner of his eye, a diminutive woman made her way to him. She seemed more than a little inebriated too.

“Hey… hey, you! Aren’t you that famous lord?” the woman drunkenly asked. “They have your portrait up!”

To his horror, they did indeed have a portrait of Orodan up on the wall! It was more than a little glamorized, and he wouldn’t be caught dead making such a stupid pose or ever looking at someone with eyes like that. But it was there, and it resembled him vaguely enough.

“Hmm… is that meant to be a seductive expression?” Zaessythra teased. “Not bad. Although I prefer your usually angry-looking face, myself.”

“T-this…! Where can I find the artist for this abomination?” Orodan asked, fuming. “And I’m not angry-looking.”

“Look in a mirror and your denial will fall apart,” the half-dragon said and then eyed the smaller woman who was making googly eyes at him. “You know this woman, Orodan?”

“A few times, yes. This is Vilia Coventor, architect of the warehouse on 4 Ale Road,” Orodan answered.

“Oi! How does a lord like you know me?” Vilia asked.

“You do good work at planning buildings,” Orodan said, causing the tiny woman’s eyes to widen. She really did need to eat more in his opinion. Or perhaps she was a halfling? “Anyways, have you seen the old man?”

“What old man? There’s a lot of old men about town,” Vilia said.

“You know, your foreman who helps run construction? Or used to, anyways,” Orodan said. “Last I heard he took up as the new mayor’s assistant. Gregory Hannegan.”

“Oh! That old grandpa? He was just around here, in fact⁠—”

A hand laid upon his arm and Orodan turned around to see a familiar old man.

“O-Orodan? I heard… I heard it was you but I didn’t dare to believe it! You’ve been gone for months and everyone is up in arms about how you’re a lord now and that Ogdenborough owes its new prosperity to you!”

“Old Man Hannegan, it’s been a while,” Orodan said, putting a hand upon the man’s shoulder. “How’ve you been?”

“Better now that I’ve laid eyes upon you at last,” the old man said. “Nobody exactly tells me what it is you’ve been doing. Some say you’re fighting a secret war or have unlocked a Bloodline. Others tell me you’ve come into an incredibly wealthy inheritance. Well? What’s the answer? I bet you’re an Adept now, huh? You look pretty strong!”

An Adept?

Orodan gave the man a fond smile and chose not to answer. To these folks, Elites were the pinnacle of society, with Masters being myths. World-traveling? Wars in another galaxy and a coming battle with an Administrator? Old Man Hannegan knew nothing of such things, and it was frankly better that he didn’t.

“Something along those lines,” Orodan said.

“Fine, fine… dodge the question if you want,” the old man said and then eyed Zaessythra. “Well I’ll be… is this why they made you a noble? You a monster tamer now?”

The entire tavern had stopped to ogle Zaessythra.

“She’s not a monster,” he defended with a sharp frown.

“And let’s not get ahead of ourselves and assume he could ever tame me,” Zaessythra said.

“R-right, right… I didn’t mean to say she was a monster,” the old man apologized. “Well… I’ve got more drinking to do now. That new mayor puts so much damned work on my shoulders!”

Reunion done, it was time to go, as Zaessythra and even Orodan himself was getting a little irked by the staring. They walked up the stairs to the second floor private dining rooms where previously there’d been an interrogation chamber.

Zaessythra took a seat, barely fitting into the booth with her ten-foot frame. Still, she wasn’t as wide as Orodan, so it was in fact he who had a harder time sitting.

“I find myself missing the days where there were other half-dragons and Vylrystia was whole,” she said, longing in her voice. “Feels isolating being the only one of my kind.”

“And what was that like? Vylrystia?” Orodan asked, making a mental note for a long-term goal

“Wondrous… a world of martial supremacy and unequalled craftsmanship. We half-dragons have mighty energy reserves close to that of full-blooded dragonkind. Combine that with our numbers which are comparable to those of humanity? Our society was beautiful… cities which sprawled all the way out to the horizon at our peak,” she explained, reminiscing. She then slowed down, noticing Orodan pulling something out of his spatial ring. “And the culture! We would have fine arts and… and… what are you pulling out?”

“Well, I did say we could use a bite to eat, no?” he asked.

“I thought that meant sampling the local fare, and not your uh… cooking.”

Orodan gave her an unamused look but continued doing what he was doing.

“How about you give it a chance?” he suggested. “I spent a while looking up half-dragon cuisine before attempting to make something you might like. After all, weren’t you complaining that I cooked for W78 and not for you?”

“You… really just went to all this length because of one joking complaint I made?” Zaessythra asked.

“Why not? I’d have to be a villain of the most ungrateful sort to not appreciate all you do for me,” Orodan said.

“I hardly do⁠—”

“You’ve rescued me from the Shards multiple times. And you then commanded the allied force to break the siege of Xian,” Orodan interrupted. “Not to mention, you taught me magic long ago, and have been watching my back for the longest time.”

And she’d died for him. Orodan really didn’t want to get too close to anyone, but if there was a good chance it would all end, then he’d have regrets if he didn’t at least thank Zaessythra before it came crashing down.

“Fine, fine,” she said. “I admit, I am rather incredible. You’re only right to remain in awe.”

“Now then, might I present… roasted rhino haunches, marinated in hydra heart broth, and seasoned with Qi-rich spices sourced from Xian,” Orodan explained. “And on the side, a sampling of roasted and seasoned mushrooms from the abyssal depths.”

Zaessythra looked hesitant, but once the smell reached her nose she couldn’t hide the look in her eyes.

It was, at minimum, decent. Orodan made sure of it. Yes, she and many others made fun of his weird and exotic tastes, but that was specifically for his own palate. When it came to preparing meals for others, Orodan wasn’t silly enough to serve them something foreign and unpalatable.

“This is… quite the meal, Orodan,” she said. “Where did you say the mushrooms are from?”

“Ah yes, the mushrooms are from the abyssal depths of Vylrystia,” he answered.

“How? That entire planet should be a lifeless moon, unless…”

“Time Reversal,” Orodan answered. “And I did get one more thing from there. Took a few trips to get it correct though.”

He pulled out a bouquet.

“Sasmarilla flowers…” she muttered. “These… these aren’t the ones from Alastaia either, are they? They smell of home…”

“Took me multiple attempts at diving into the time stream to find them,” Orodan said. “But I got them, and tried making sure they were the ones closest to your old palace too. I remembered.”

“You… you idiot,” she said, although it was with the least amount of heat he’d ever heard from her. “Why go this far? We’re about to engage in a calamitous battle in a few days, and you choose to do this?”

“Again, why not? If I don’t show my appreciation for you now, when will I? Once I’m dead and back in Ogdenborough?”

“Don’t say that. Pessimism isn’t like you,” Zaessythra said.

“Then you haven’t known me in the long loops,” Orodan said. “My mind always carries a dash of pessimism about these extended loops.”

Zaessythra shook her head, her silver hair whipping about in a most dazzling manner. She laughed.

“Well, in any case… thank you,” she said. “It’s good to be reminded that you can act like a normal person.”

“And when do I not act like a normal person?” Orodan asked.

“All the time,” she fired back. “But… mainly when you’re tapping into that soul skill of yours. It’s impressive and all, but I sometimes feel like the further you push your endless willpower, the less human you become. And I say this as a half-dragon.”

“I’m still a human, Zaessythra,” Orodan said. “Flesh, blood, and all.”

Well, flesh at least. Maybe. His body certainly wasn’t the same as a regular human’s due to Absolute Body Composition.

“Anyhow, let’s enjoy this meal you’ve cooked,” Zaessythra said, and held out a fork with food toward his mouth. “Will you not join me?”

Why would he want to eat her food? And from her fork? That would just be rude. And he didn’t understand why she was flushing red as the fork was extended either. A custom from her time maybe?

“Oh, don’t worry about it,” Orodan said. “As for myself, I’ve prepared my own meal.”

A delicious dish was brought out of his spatial ring. And Zaessythra’s face quailed.

“I’ve been waiting to try this steamed demonic sandworm for the longest time!” Orodan declared. “Killed it in the Hells and cooked it myself.”

She looked positively ill, but focused on her own meal, which she noted was quite good.

The sandworm was delicious, of course, and he gained three levels in Gourmand from it.

Although he had no clue why Zaessythra was shooting him weird looks all throughout the meal.

As they ate, Orodan mentally called up his Status, giving it one last look over.

[Name: Orodan Wainwright

Age: 17

Title 1: Perfect Cleaning Master

Title 2: Celestial Master

Title 3: Bearer of a Celestial Skill

Title 4: Cleaning Master

Available Titles:

Bearer of a Celestial Skill

World Conqueror

World Gate Delver

Avatar Slayer

Wielder of a Mythical Skill

One Who Has Experienced Death

God Slayer

Transcendent Slayer

Celestial Master

Perfect Cleaning Master

Cleaning Master

Unarmed Combat Master

Physical Master

Combat Master

Shield Master

Sword Elite

Wrestling Elite

Soul Elite

Time Elite

Woodworking Adept

Alchemy Adept

Space Adept

Fire Magic Apprentice

Enchanting Apprentice

Teaching Apprentice

Laboring Apprentice

Blacksmithing Apprentice

Pathfinding Apprentice

Gathering Apprentice

Cooking Apprentice

Rewards:

Permanent +14 Action Increase

Permanent +0.1 Title Multiplier

Skills:

Domain of Perfect Cleaning 99 (Master - Celestial)

Eternal Soul Reactor 99 (Master - Mythical)

Warrior’s Reciprocity 87 (Elite - Mythical)

Eldritch Resistance 68 (Adept - Mythical)

Divine Resistance 54 (Adept - Mythical)

Reality Alteration 20 (Initiate - Mythical)

Absolute Body Composition 1 (Initiate - Mythical)

Harmony of Vitality 98 (Master - Legendary)

All-Strike 91 (Master - Legendary)

Unassailable Fortress 87 (Elite - Legendary)

Bulwark Physical Resistance 85 (Elite - Legendary)

Endless Blitz 85 (Elite - Legendary)

Time Reversal 78 (Elite - Legendary)

Draconic Fireball 74 (Elite - Legendary)

Body Tempering 66 (Adept - Legendary)

Mana Resistance 65 (Adept - Legendary)

Vision of Purity 62 (Adept - Legendary)

Wood Communion 56 (Adept - Legendary)

Time Compression 51 (Adept - Legendary)

Fate Disconnect 43 (Apprentice - Legendary)

Iron Body 88 (Elite - Exquisite)

Time Mastery 82 (Elite - Exquisite)

Psionic Resistance 79 (Elite - Exquisite)

Flash Strike 76 (Elite - Exquisite)

Draconic Mana Channelling 68 (Adept - Exquisite)

Vitality Destruction 59 (Adept - Exquisite)

Fire Resistance 53 (Adept - Exquisite)

Lightning Resistance 48 (Apprentice - Exquisite)

Wind Resistance 41 (Apprentice - Exquisite)

Water Resistance 39 (Apprentice - Exquisite)

Ice Resistance 38 (Apprentice - Exquisite)

Dimensionalism 29 (Initiate - Exquisite)

Curse Resistance 9 (Initiate - Exquisite)

Space Mastery 84 (Elite - Rare)

Soul Mastery 78 (Elite - Rare)

Teleportation 59 (Adept - Rare)

War Cry 43 (Apprentice - Rare)

Acid Resistance 37 (Apprentice - Rare)

Gourmand 16 (Initiate - Rare)

Spatial Fold 77 (Elite - Uncommon)

Shield Throw 69 (Adept - Uncommon)

Shield Intent 69 (Adept - Uncommon)

Power Strike 61 (Adept - Uncommon)

Mana Manipulation 58 (Adept - Uncommon)

Fate Reading 31 (Apprentice - Uncommon)

Magical Rituals 18 (Initiate - Uncommon)

Physical Fitness 95 (Master)

Pain Resistance 94 (Master)

Unarmed Combat Mastery 92 (Master)

Combat Mastery 90 (Master)

Shield Mastery 90 (Master)

Sword Mastery 88 (Elite)

Wrestling 83 (Elite)

Woodworking 67 (Adept)

Tool Mastery 66 (Adept)

Alchemy 64 (Adept)

Flare 63 (Adept)

Enchanting 59 (Adept)

Surprise Attack 45 (Apprentice)

Blacksmithing 49 (Apprentice)

Fire Magic Mastery 48 (Apprentice)

Jewelcrafting 48 (Apprentice)

Pathfinding 46 (Apprentice)

Teaching 43 (Apprentice)

Sprinting 39 (Apprentice)

Laboring 34 (Apprentice)

Maintenance 34 (Apprentice)

Gathering 32 (Apprentice)

Cooking 32 (Apprentice)

Construction 28 (Initiate)

Repair 22 (Initiate)

Intimidation 20 (Initiate)

Mining 17 (Initiate)

Club Mastery 15 (Initiate)

Butchering 14 (Initiate)

Disguise 12 (Initiate)

Skinning 11 (Initiate)

Lumberjacking 11 (Initiate)

Parkour 11 (Initiate)

Observe 11 (Initiate)

Stealth 9 (Initiate)

Thievery 6 (Initiate)

Identify 5 (Initiate)

Deception 4 (Initiate)]

He had come far, but only time would tell if this would be enough.
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The few remaining days they had passed in peace, which mainly involved Orodan cleaning and practicing the basic motions. Zaessythra rarely tagged along, and when she did, she seemed more withdrawn than usual.

Orodan figured it was the stress getting to her.

He’d already accepted she was going to be fighting alongside him. It was her choice, and who was he to deny that?

Alastaia had also been evacuated. All willing civilians were sent through the Conclave’s grand array into another galaxy. Normally the cost of teleporting that many people would’ve been astronomical and beyond the ability of any single faction, but when one had access to Orodan Wainwright, energy generation was no issue.

The defense command—consisting of the leaders of each faction of the allied forces and critical personnel—had taken up position in Novar’s Peak.

Currently, Alastaia was on full alert. There was perhaps less than six hours left until the Reject landed, and the days leading up to this had been rife with the potential of raids, early attacks and harassing hit & run tactics. Thankfully, none had come, the enemy was smart to conserve their forces and avoid giving Orodan more room to grow.

W78, for once, had a moment of free time, and thus Orodan had dragged his metallic friend along to see something in-person. That something being under Mount Castarian.

“Analysis: Unknown construct displaying signs of intentional misconstruction. Current maximal power capacity – ten percent of theoretical maximal reserves.”

“The ancient machine’s definitely been built wrong, then? Was it the Novarrians? The Republic?” Orodan asked.

“Analysis: Tampering by native populace unlikely. Intentional misconstruction by creator suspected.”

Whoever it was that built this thing… had apparently built it incorrectly. Or rather, intentionally built it imperfectly. With its current power reserves and the dimensional runes upon it, the ancient machine could go to the Hells. But W78 had told him a while ago that this machine could hypothetically go someplace else if built correctly and at full power.

The machine that was the centerpiece of his early loops was still a mystery to him.

W78 placed a metallic appendage atop the power core, and Orodan placed his hand above W78’s. A stream of power went from his hand into a rune on the plate of W78’s hand. This was then converted into usable power for the core.

“There. With that, it should be powered up and ready to go,” Orodan said. “One more avenue of escape should everything go wrong. The grand array’s been closed now. But if it all turns bad, get yourself to safety, okay? Don’t die.”

“Information: Unit will attempt to prioritiz self-preservation,” W78 said, though he could’ve swore its glyphs had the weirdest flicker as it said that.

“Good, good.”

They examined the machine a bit further until an amulet on Orodan’s neck began glowing, signalling the defense command wanted him in Novar’s Peak.

With a swift Teleportation, he took both himself and W78 into the war room.

Zhou Shan, King Alstatyn, Captain-General Ryzlan, and two other Knight Commanders of the Conclave, and a miniaturized extension of A1, were all inside the room. As was Zaessythra, Vespidia, and the Avatars of the elven Gods. Jian Yixia was present as well, but only for her role in the obscuring formation she’d placed upon Alastaia. She wouldn’t be participating in the battle.

“Orodan, you’ve arrived. Our scans report the approaching fleet of dwarven voidships and much disturbance in the dimensional layers,” Zhou Shan stated. “We believe an attack is imminent.”

“Now? I thought they’d perhaps attack in concert with the Reject?” Orodan asked.

“Perhaps they think to soften us up and earn the Administrator’s favor? In any case, we can only postulate,” Zhou Shan said. “King Alstatyn, are your troops and voidcraft ready? We must take to the air to meet them. Allowing the dwarves to set up an encirclement would be a bad decision. Their guns are strong, and I fear this planet would not last long under the gunfire, even with any shielding we can provide.”

“Indeed, High Sovereign, the voidcraft and guns of the Blackworth Collective stand ready to assist,” King Alstatyn said. “We can outmaneuver dwarven voidcraft in an open battle within the void, but are far less effective in a siege.”

“Then I should go with and launch a direct assault,” Orodan suggested. “The fewer enemies we have remaining by the time the Reject arrives, the better.”

“I would normally disagree with such… forward thinking,” Zaessythra said. “But in this case, you’re right. I shall go with him and ensure the Shards cannot target him. Captain-General, you and your men should board the Blackworth voidcraft, and alongside the cultivators, function as boarding crew. And as for the Unity, hang back in reserve should the enemy bring in unexpected reinforcements or perform a flanking maneuver. Alastaia itself needs to be guarded.”

The faction leaders and commanders had already seen Zaessythra’s stratagems and knack for command in action. They naturally agreed.

The end was nigh.

The battle for Alastaia was set to begin.
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The allied voidship fleet was arrayed against the enemy one.

Orodan stood atop the deck of the leading ship at the front of the fleet. King Alstatyn and Zaessythra at his side.

“They’re sending a ship forward, sir,” a soldier reported.

“Looks like they want to talk,” Orodan said. “I’ll go forward.”

“And be subject to the fire of how many ships? You’re a priority target,” Zaessythra said. “Of course, they don’t want to kill you. Instead, they’ll want to use the Shards. Good thing you have me with our own Shards alongside you.”

“Alright, I get the hint. You want to come with me,” Orodan said.

Orodan cast a quick teleportation and appeared a healthy distance away from the enemy ship, ferrying Zaessythra along. They floated in the void; neither needed to breathe. The distance was less to protect themselves and more to avoid scaring the enemy into thinking they were trying anything.

And the first person out of the voidcraft, was a Crusader. A somewhat familiar one, although the God seemed to be in control rather than the Transcendent.

“Eximus. I see you also subjected yourself to that abominable soul meld. Yet you remain in control. Did they allow that in exchange for you providing the location of Alastaia?” Orodan said. “Come to receive your death at my hands?”

“Orodan Wainwright. Long has your wicked face plagued my dreams,” Eximus said. “The Hegemony is one of the few remaining forces of justice in our galaxy. Our alliance bands together against the tyranny of the time looper. You humiliated me and drove me from my home. My faithful, rounded up and cleansed of my Blessing. My statues and temples, defaced. In allying with Lord Agrimon, I’ve received new power. Transcendence,”

“Bandy your lies elsewhere. You’re an enemy God who betrayed his own homeworld. You do realize that the Reject will not leave Alastaia intact, yes?” Orodan asked. “As for your faithful, yes they were purged of your Blessing, but they were then immediately offered new ones if they so chose, alongside generous compensation. Unlike yourself who has been naught but a plague to me over the course of my time loops.”

“I do not recall ever offending you, nor would I do such a thing!”

“Yet you, Agathor, and Ilyatana possessed me all the same. You can tell a lot about someone from what they choose to do when they have all the power. You had all the power over me once, and you chose poorly,” Orodan declared. “Your character is wicked, and our enmity will never fade.”

“And so you pass judgement and swing the executioner’s axe yourself,” Eximus said. “You call yourself a warrior, yet I think you nothing but a killer… a defiler. One need look no further than what Agathor suffered at your hands. Or what Ilyatana goes through still.”

“I make no excuses for what I did. It was a foul act which will remain a stain on my honor,” Orodan professed. “I gave Agathor the honest death he deserved, and intend to do the same for Ilyatana. You, though, were offered a chance to flee, yet you’ve taken up with my enemies.”

“An easy decision once I saw what became of the other two. Do you expect me to stand around and cower away while my friends were made to suffer?” Eximus asked.

“And who was it that started the enmity between us!” Orodan angrily asked. “Portray yourself the victim all you want, but none of this would have happened if the three of you hadn’t tried possessing me as a puppet against my will. But, enough talk. I sense the Shards you have aboard that ship, as well as the additional Transcendents. Your spells and illusions might hide them visually, and even from Vision of Purity, but my instincts are honed like that of a monster’s. I sense them from here.”

Eximus twitched as the ruse was up.

Frankly, Orodan hated diplomacy and talking before battle.

His first move was a monstrously overpowered Spatial Fold. Directly onto Eximus’s head.

Much like the one he’d used upon Xuejin to destroy a planet-sized continent. He’d only grown stronger since then too.

[Spatial Fold 77 → Spatial Fold 79]

[Space Mastery 84 → Space Mastery 86]

“Stop him! He used a similar attack on Xuejin!” an enemy God in one of the farther back voidships called.

Enemy spatiomancers attempted to contest his Spatial Fold even as enemy chronomancers tried freezing or slowing him down. Yet it was all for naught as Orodan’s power generation capabilities had grown through this long loop and the attack was far greater in power.

At the final moment, the enemy commanders realized that actually stopping the attack wasn’t possible. Consequently, the commanding dwarven God could only say one thing.

“Scatter! Gain as much distance as you can!”

Simultaneously, King Alstatyn shouted a singular command.

“Attack! Prey upon their disorganized formation!”

The Spatial Fold which he’d insanely compressed, down to the size of a grain of sand, was practically begging to explode.

And so he let it.

Eximus died. As that treacherous rodent deserved. No amount of meddling with the sickening process of becoming a Crusader would allow the Inuanan God of Time to match Orodan. Borrowed power would never match strength which was hard-earned through grit, blood, and death.

And the explosion of space continued emanating outward, enough that it would destroy a gigantic Xian-sized planet if Orodan cast it near a world.

A full third of the enemy fleet which hadn’t managed to escape were slain on the spot. Multiple Transcendents, Gods in the material plane, all gone in one singular explosion.

Orodan was about to deliver another one when he learned why there were no important enemy figures present.

[Dimensionalism 29 → Dimensionalism 30]

[New Title → Dimensionalism Apprentice]

The dimensional layers crackled, and Orodan saw two gigantic cosmic eyes.

Agrimon. Leader of the Hegemony. And in his hands, a large crystal with a beam emanating from it, headed right for Orodan.

“Oh no you don’t,” Zaessythra said, and drew her own crystal, formed from multiple Shards. She channeled all her power into it, and the terrifying beam which could’ve obliterated an entire star simply got absorbed into Zaessythra’s crystal.

“Tch! They’ve discovered the defensive uses of the Shards. But this is still within expectations,” Agrimon said. “Avraxas. The time looper is exposed, isolate it.”

The dimensional boundaries which were already cracked, outright shattered as something very, very big flew straight for Orodan.

It had many teeth, and its mouth was large enough to swallow an entire planet.

At the last moment, Orodan threw Zaessythra into the opening of a Teleportation which carried her far away. Simultaneously, he moved himself as far away from the allied fleets as he could. Which was successful, as the mouth which enveloped him caught only Orodan and no other allies.

The surroundings changed seamlessly. The stars in the void all around were no longer there, impossible shapes and geometry were all around him, and the very nature of reality became a bit more ethereal.

Within this separate dimension, a horde of Transcendents appeared. And there were a number of Shards.

Bad news.

Orodan activated the one skill which would give him the speed boost needed to withstand this assault.

[Time Compression 51 → Time Compression 53]

[Time Mastery 82 → Time Mastery 83]

He shifted onto a far faster time field than any of the Transcendents who’d popped up. And almost as immediately, he felt a number of enemy chronomancers attempting to either interfere with his control over the Time Compression or throw their friends and allies onto it, negating his speed advantage.

The first of the Shard beams came for him, and he dodged with laughable ease, his speed advantage making it look slow as a snail. The following ones were also avoided easily enough. One came quite close, and did the tell-tale diversion where it maliciously attempted to shift mid-flight and hit him anyways, but he evaded that too.

Some of the enemy Transcendents had items which were supposed to automatically bring them onto any hastened time fields nearby, but these items had their limits and began shattering under the strain of attempting to match the raw power he was throwing into his chronomancy.

One by one, his sword began reaping the lives of these Transcendents, as he put particular focus toward the Shard-bearers. He wouldn’t normally be able to kill Transcendents so easily, but when their anti-chronomancy items broke and they were prey before his absurd speed advantage? Easy work.

He would have loved to take a beam head-on to test himself, but in a battle with such high stakes, he couldn’t afford to be without the System.

The enemy squad sent to kill him had either overestimated themselves or not kept up with his growing power. Of course, the Hegemony wasn’t stupid, and they had other methods of dealing with him.

One of which slipped into this strange dimension sneakily enough that Orodan almost hadn’t noticed.

The only thing Orodan saw was simple robes and an unassuming face. Yet one which bore the calculating smile of a wolf in sheep’s clothing.

The Dao of Domination and Supremacy smashed into his mind, and a separate assault of domination hit the compressed time field Orodan was maintaining.

He resisted the assault upon his mind rather well. His mental fortitude had grown strong, tempered by his encounter with that terrifying cosmic being affiliated with the Shards. His Time Compression, though, under duress from a peak-Transcendent Celestial skill, was overwhelmed.

“We meet again, Orodan Wainwright,” Jian Huangdi, the Celestial Emperor said. “I see your mind has grown even stronger. To the point that you can resist my Dao. That’s fine. However… can you break free quickly enough to save your fellows? Can you escape before the Reject arrives to prey upon you?”

“I sent you running last time. Your Celestial skill is no match for mine,” Orodan said.

“Much as it rankles my pride, you are correct. The universe has never seen a greater Celestial talent than yours,” the Celestial Emperor said, teeth gritted. “But how many avenues of attack can you resist? I’m not the only one you must deal with.”

“Orodan Wainwright! Behold… my pure nature… I am so good-hearted… will you not come see how pure of mind I am?”

Golden energy wrapped around her form. Dark skin, much like Mahari’s. And a resemblance to his friend from Bluefire so similar that Orodan was certain the girl was a descendant of this Goddess.

The Goddess of Fate, the first person to attempt to mind control Orodan in the time loops.

“Ilyatana…”

She was a monstrosity. Visually, she looked the same. Yet inspection with Vision of Purity showed how her mind was utterly warped. The piece that Orodan had slipped in and empowered through Incorruptible Being had forced the rest of her mind to fracture, to mutate. She was a maddened beast, and her own willpower, which was mighty, had clashed against Orodan’s mental tampering, leading to insanity.

This was his fault.

Alongside her, a virtual army of Gods appeared. And even more Transcendents.

“Now let us see if you can resist us all,” the Celestial Emperor said. And the battle resumed.

Orodan was overwhelmed. There was no other way to put it.

The gigantic world-dragon Avraxas had swallowed him, and the result was being dragged into another dimension. Which meant that Gods could freely enter and remain here. The Gods themselves weren’t the problem though. The Transcendents they were empowering were.

An army of limbs attempted to restrain him, roots, vines, chains, water, ice, earth. All with the goal of restraint and not death. And any attempts to use chronomancy or spatiomancy of his own were targeted by Jian Huangdi’s Celestial skill.

Unless he flared Eternal Soul Reactor to the point that he killed himself, Orodan was at their mercy. And the almighty blast from the Shard that Jian Huangdi was sending his way looked to practically seal his fate.

Orodan’s eyes widened.

That was it!

These foes weren’t aware of one more method of countering the beams from the Shards. They hadn’t been inside the Hells, and news from there was notoriously slow.

If anyone else had fired the beam, Orodan would’ve been done for.

But, in a display of tactics, Jian Huangdi intended to maximize the odds of the beam obliterating Orodan’s System by empowering it himself. However, the problem was…

… much like the former Script King, Jian Huangdi’s soul was dirty. Tainted with the Eldritch.

Which meant the beam from the Shard was also tainted with Eldritch.

And it could be cleansed.

Orodan ignored all the Transcendents restraining him and focused on only one thing as he created an Action Increase clone with a broom in its hand. His constant barrage and resistance allowed the slightest opening to present itself, and with just one hand on the broom…

…he swept outward.

The Eldritch tainted soul energy empowering the beam vanished, and the beam fizzled and faltered. And the broom continued on to connect with the Celestial Emperor himself.

“Return to who you originally were, Jian Huangdi,” Orodan said as the broom connected.

[Domain of Perfect Cleaning 99 → Domain of Perfect Cleaning 100]

[New Title → Perfect Cleaning Grandmaster]

[New Title → Cleaning Grandmaster]

[New Title → Celestial Grandmaster]

And the Eldritch taint—some of the strongest and most deep-rooted Orodan had ever felt—within the man’s soul… was instantly purged.

With a scream of agony, Jian Huangdi fell to a knee, and at last Orodan had the opportunity to utilize Time Compression once more.

Time sped up dramatically, and one by one, the Transcendents and Gods attacking him began falling in droves as he cut them down. Until at last, it was just Jian Huangdi remaining.

Orodan’s sword came up…

…and was instead sheathed. His hand was proffered.

“Your son, Zhou Shan, fights the forces of the Hegemony still,” Orodan said. “Will you remain on your knees, or will you stand up and fight for the remaining family you have left?”

“Zhou Shan… yes… he always was a strong boy… meant for great things,” Jian Huangdi said and then took the offered hand. “I will aid you, time looper. My mind is clear for the first time in… millions? Billions of years? For so long did I refuse to bend to the truth… I accepted it but did not allow it to diminish my own importance. And yet, over time, I too was corrupted all the same.”

“I suspected that how one perceives the Eldritch truth determines how the infection takes hold,” Orodan said.

“Correct. The deeper one understands it, the stronger its roots are. Those who accept it and still retain their minds, are the ones who’ve glimpsed the truth and still not disregarded their own importance in the cosmos,” Jian Huangdi said. “You must be careful. This thing. The System, our universe… there are dark and terrible things out there. One of which empowers it all within the reality we know.”

“What do you mean?” Orodan asked. “Explain yourself further.”

“I cannot… even thinking on it threatens to put me into a deep madness once more…” the Celestial Emperor said. “When I delved into that black hole and arrived at the core of our System universe… I met the Reject, and that caged thing I saw… no, no… I cannot speak of it any longer lest I fall into madness even without Eldritch taint. Just be wary, Orodan Wainwright. The more you know of it, the more susceptible to madness you become. And heavens forbid you glimpse it… You would become like myself and the Reject. To think the revered founding Daoist has fallen so…”

“We should get out of here then,” Orodan said. “But before that…”

Orodan walked toward the heavily wounded, yet still living Ilyatana.

She was pathetic. Not even a Crusader, just a God. Yet joined with the Hegemony out of desperation and the madness which had infected her mind.

“Orodan… Orodan… do you not think me pure enough now? Behold, I perform no more wicked deeds… I go around slaying evildoers, I hunt the wicked… just like you wanted,” Ilyatana said. “In fact, the greatest of evildoers… is standing before me. Bring me your neck, that I might execute you and dispense justice like you did upon me.”

“Even before I defiled your mind, you were wicked. And yet… no being deserves such a fate,” Orodan said. “Your current state is my fault. The suffering you’ve endured is on my hands. I cannot take it back, but the least I can do is take responsibility and end this.”

His sword was raised. And Domain of Perfect Cleaning shot out, setting her mind whole once more. Now at the Grandmaster-level, he could do such things.

“I am… I am free? What has happened?”

“Something very bad happened to you… but you’re still my enemy,” Orodan said. “Stand up, and face your honest death.”

“Tch… Orodan Wainwright. You’ll suffer, just as you forced me to suffer,” Ilyatana venomously spat as she stood. “You think dispensing some righteous death onto me absolves you of what you’ve done?”

“Not in the slightest. But you’re an enemy all the same,” Orodan said. “Face me. My enmity for you will never abate. One of us dies here and now.”

“End it then. I care not for your diatribes and farcical proclamations of an honest death,” she said. “I will not draw my weapon. The only thing you’ll be forced to do is execute an unarmed woman.”

His blade descended and lopped the head off her shoulders. Divine energy spilled out, and she faded away.

“That was decisive of you,” Jian Huangdi said.

“It was necessary. No amount of honor or proclamations will erase what I’ve done,” Orodan said. “But a warrior acknowledges his faults and moves forward. My misdeeds don’t erase hers. She was a wicked Goddess and our enmity was deep-seated.”

The skies crackled, before Orodan could think of breaking free from the Crusader dragon, Avraxas, the job was done for him as the dimensional boundaries cracked and a roar of horror and agony erupted.

The dimension and impossible geometric shapes all around faded away to reveal the regular void of the material plane, and Alastaia in the distance. And a half-dead Vespidia falling toward them.

Above her. A dragon, writhing in agony, and a titanic giant that was dead.

Vespidia’s divine dagger had worked. At the cost of her own life, the Crusader dragon of the Hegemony had been defeated.

Orodan caught her.

He wanted to rage. To scream to the heavens and the hells of the unfairness of having to watch a friend die once more.

Yet, he did not. For he knew this was what Vespidia herself wanted.

“You… you’re dying,” Orodan said.

“J-just as planned…” Vespidia said, choking in-between breaths. “Now I can go see my w-wife again.”

“I could heal you. Resurrect your wife too,” Orodan said.

“E-except… it’s not what I want…” she said, beginning to fade away from the numerous wounds. Most of which were the result of excessive divine energy. Faraine had done the job of empowering her to deliver the blow. “Let me die… Orodan…”

“Very well,” he said, closing her eyes. “Be at peace… Vylmela.”

It was her original name back in her old life as an elf. Orodan’s heart was heavy, but he showed no further emotion. To do so would disrespect the passing of the warrior who’d just fallen.

He looked up.

In the void above, the battle was… going well?

The fleet of the Blackworth Collective looked to be winning. The remainder of the Hegemony had arrived, Agrimon, Astalavar, and Excromon fought alongside Varkir. Their opponents were Zhou Shan, the commanders of the Conclave, and A1, the prime combat unit of the Unity.

The battle was indeed going well.

Too well.

“Jian Huangdi! Why do you stand there? Hit the time looper with the Shard!” Agrimon bellowed.

“I think not… I believe, that my son requires my assistance,” the Celestial Emperor said as he flew toward the battle.

This was where things began to go wrong. And Orodan felt it. He knew this was a distinct possibility, and things were going too well for it not to happen.

In front of him, the dimensional layer quaked, and he saw the arrival of an old man. White beard, religious scepter in hand… and that damned book. Purple veins were visible all over the man’s skin.

The Prophet.

“F-founder…?” Captain-General Ryzlan asked, utterly bewildered. “It is… it’s the founder!”

“No you idiots! It’s the Prophet!” Orodan roared. “Back away, now!”

The Prophet looked directly at Orodan, and smiled.

The holy book in the Prophet’s hands opened, and golden light spilled out.

“It’s the founder! Bearing the Book of Light! Behold how glorious it is!” Lady Sujana exclaimed in joy.

Oh, how Orodan wanted to roar, but before he could, before anyone could act, the holy light coming out of the book turned a sick shade of purple and gray.

And at exactly the same time, the holy light the soldiers, commanders, and Captain-General of the Conclave were using… also turned purple.

All at once, the ranks of Conclave soldiers which had been dutifully protecting the infantry and voidcraft of the Blackworth Collective, now became frenzied, maddened. Corrupted by the Eldritch. They turned and began fighting the allied forces.

The Prophet vanished, and Orodan figured why.

An instant after the Prophet’s disappearance, space was carved and torn apart by a hulking fifteen-foot tall warrior who’d saved him before. The Warrior.

He disappeared as quickly as he entered, seemingly in hot pursuit of the Prophet. However, the damage had already been done. The Eldritch energies were spreading through the ranks of enemies and allies alike.

He’d once learned that the reason the Blackworth Collective had no Gods on the front lines of the war against the Eldritch was due to how vulnerable they were, and how much of a security threat they posed. He now saw why firsthand, as Gods serving the Conclave were corrupted and any soldiers bearing their Blessing were immediately beset by the Eldritch corruption. Almost the entirety of the Conclave had been corrupted by Eldritch within seconds.

Somehow, the Prophet, who was apparently the founder of the Conclave, corrupted the very light they used.

That corruption was spreading among their own forces too, as soldiers of the Collective were infected. However, the enemy weren’t untouched either. The dwarves were infected and suffered a far greater toll, as they had Gods among their battle forces and the corruption of one meant the infection of dozens of regular soldiers with Blessings.

The Eldritch were a force of their own, and seemed intent on attacking both the allied forces and the Hegemony. A double-edged sword.

“We must cleanse them,” Jian Huangdi said. “Orodan Wainwright, I will cover you. Purge the Eldritch from the battlefield.”

The Celestial Emperor’s aid was appreciated, as the Eldritch seemed to instinctively know that Orodan’s Celestial skill was the single greatest threat. They charged in a virtually suicidal manner, all for the sake of stopping him.

Jian Huangdi was strong though. He unleashed his peak-Transcendent Celestial skill, holding the foe at bay, and that was all Orodan needed as the Domain of Perfect Cleaning erupted forth and the first thousand Conclave soldiers attempting to rush him were all purged.

Orodan moved forward, Jian Huangdi following along, and he surged another wave of purification. Now, at the Grandmaster-level, Domain of Perfect Cleaning was monstrous.

An infected Lady Sujana attempting to attack Zaessythra was purified, and the half-dragon flew to Orodan’s side.

“Don’t ever pull that dumb stunt again,” she said.

“And yet, without your presence outside, I doubt the soldiers would’ve fared as well,” Orodan replied.

Still, despite his efforts, any soldiers from the Conclave he purified were simply getting re-infected.

“It’s the light,” Zaessythra said. “The Prophet infected the very light they instinctively use. They draw upon it like a mage does their own mana pool. Of course they’ll be re-infected.”

“We’ll be overwhelmed at this rate,” Orodan said. “We need more soldiers. Perhaps we should draw the Unity’s troops out as reinforcements?”

“A good idea, let⁠—”

Zaessythra’s amulet glowed, and a message came forth.

“Information: Uunknown signatures detected on planetary surface. Destination: Mount Castarian.”

“Mount Castarian? What do you mean, W78?” Zaessythra asked. “How would they arrive there? The entire world should be fortified against hostile spatiomancy.”

“Because we powered up the ancient machine, which uses dimensionalism,” Orodan said. “We thought it a good escape route to have… but it turns out the connection goes both ways.”

“Information: Unknown signatures breaking atmosphere and traveling towards battlefield.”

“More enemies? Tch… it’s not looking so good, and the Reject isn’t even here yet,” Zaessythra said.

“No… I suspect it’s not enemies that come from that machine,” Orodan said.

His words were proven correct a moment later when the unknown flying force revealed themselves.

“Devil King Azgaraaz arrives to repay his favor!” the restored Arch-Devil called out. “I see Eldritch-infected knights and paladins of the Conclave. An excellent chance to draw blood on two enemies of the Hells!”

“Of course, you made a friend in the Hells…” Zaessythra muttered. “Let’s take advantage of the momentum and surge forward!”

She didn’t have to tell him twice.

Orodan surged onward and continued purging Eldritch as he went. Behind him, Arch-Devils and script-bearer mages from the Hells supported and watched his flanks, and Conclave soldiers who were continually re-infected were sealed within large black coffins for later study and extrication.

Additionally, the devils were all too happy to just kill soldiers of the Conclave. No purification necessary.

Well… Orodan didn’t exactly agree, but he could resurrect them and figure out how to purify the light later.

Things were now going well.

“F-father?” Zhou Shan asked with incredulity as the Celestial Emperor stepped in and aided Zhou Shan in his duel against Agrimon, Lord of the Hegemony.

“Enjoying your imminent victory, are you?” Agrimon asked as he appeared to be pushed backward by the father-son duo. “I believe you are forgetting the real threat behind this assault of ours.”

Orodan had a very bad feeling of horrid danger. He’d felt this before.

Despite each cell in his body being capable of sight, hearing, and tactile sensation, he neither felt, saw, nor heard the blow which hit him.

Although he did feel a titanic impact, enough that it felt world-shaking.

Only once things had slowed down did he realize that two swords were planted into his chest and someone was standing on top of him.

“Why, if it isn’t my little Wainwright! How’ve you been? Made any carts recently? I apologize for taking so long. Problem with being called the Reject is that the System and Custodian don’t like me taking the official methods of travel, such as teleportation or wormholes.”

“I’m afraid my Woodworking skill hasn’t been taken that way as of yet,” Orodan replied, attempting to push himself up along the blades and strike back.

“A tad bit disappointing. Did you not yet discover that almost anything can become a skill if you focus on it enough?” the Reject asked, kicking him right back down along the blades. “If you live, breathe, eat, and sleep while thinking of carts and how to make them, I’m sure you’ll become an Embodier Wainwright in no time!”

This Administrator was insane. Orodan stood no chance in a direct fight.

Which was when he felt that alien sensation bubble up within his soul once more. That, and a familiar vision of his benefactor, hammer and orb in hand. Although from the looks of it… it seemed to be struggling.

And Orodan had a very vague feeling of danger, as though the number of times it could keep restoring him to a checkpoint like this was limited. Especially in this case.

[Checkpoint Set]

“Oooh! Interesting! That’s a new mechanism I’ve never seen before,” the Reject said. “Did it give you a new toy? Oh… oh! I see! It’s connected to the System’s Control Spike! Why… that dastardly Custodian, working alongside it to create new advantages for you time loopers.”

Eternal Soul Reactor flared to the utmost, and Orodan empowered every single clone of himself to throw All-Strikes upwards at the Administrator treating his chest like a floor.

A mere boot met his attack and blew half of his body apart. He reformed easily enough, but during that, he saw the direction the shockwave went…

…and how half of Alastaia was destroyed with a casual kick.

“Tut! Tut! Manners, manners! You can’t just go around dirtying my shoes, little Wainwright,” the Reject said. This damned madman wasn’t even wearing shoes! “Do you see where we are? The world core of your adorable little planet!”

Was that how hard he’d been hit? That he’d been driven into the ground and straight onto the world core?

“How about you let me up and we fight fair and square?” Orodan asked.

“H-hehe… hahahaha! I like you! You have no sense of self-preservation,” the Reject said. “Maybe that’s why it chose you. Just like it too chose me.”

Chose him?

“What do you mean?” Orodan asked.

“Do you not see, my little Wainwright? All this suffering, all this struggle… you’re not the only time looper,” the Reject said. Hells, Orodan knew that much.

“Then… you’re a time looper too?”

“Ta-da! You’ve guessed correct and may claim your prize!” the madman said. “Not only was I a time looper like you. I was in fact… the first time looper. Before these silly little skills and numbers, before the pompous titles, I come from a time when things were much simpler and we didn’t have an existential horror locking us and itself into a model of reality empowered by its corrupted energy. And when the System first came and washed over us all… I was the first to Transcend from my world, I got close to that thing’s ear, and it somehow believed I could fix things! That I could actually prevent living things and world cores from becoming maddened by over-exposure to its power! And thus, the true hero of the story came to be… Xia, the first time looper, wandering hero, attempted savior… and eventual Reject.”

“You’re telling me, the entire System is a cage empowered by something Eldritch?”

“Precisely! Finally, you use that little peanut-brain of yours, my little cart-maker! Or… well… I suppose you have no brain, which makes you even stupider. What happens when something boundless and impossible; utterly anathema to sapient life, decides it ‘loves us’ and wants to ‘coexist’ with us? That, my time looping friend… is how the foul thing put us in a cage it calls the System.”

Orodan’s head reeled from the revelation.

He’d always wondered why world cores naturally became infected by the Eldritch. Why the System being which descended during the ascendancy trial he’d seen was approaching corruption. Why direct usage of System energy could lead to corruption.

And the truth… the Eldritch truth…

…was the existence of this being beneath. Empowering it all, the System, world energy… an unfathomable thing fueled all of it.

It all made sense now, even for his stubborn head.

Why that being related to the Shards called him the anointed champion of the willing prisoner. Why the Prophet called it the caged protector.

This…

…was the truth.

And Orodan’s veins began turning purple despite his Eldritch Resistance.

“Hahahaha! Yes, yes! Now do you see how and why people become Eldritch? The Boundless One who empowers all the System, all corruption stems from it! Even the knowledge of it is a memetic hazard and makes you more vulnerable. Even I succumbed to it and live in a perpetual state of acceptance and madness,” the Reject said and pulled out an orb which had a seemingly infinite depth. “Now come, my little time looper. I have crafted something to help you sleep forever. A portable wormhole. You’ll find peace outside of this horrid cage constructed by that which empowers all. Death outside of System space is the only freedom from this sick dream which will inevitably come crashing down.”

Orodan looked inwards. His veins were turning purple and gray. The familiar aura of the Eldritch began emanating from him.

“This is…”

“Liberating? Terrifying?”

“…stupid.”

“Eh?”

“This whole farce, of becoming infected by the Eldritch when you know the truth about some big, bad monster empowering the System,” Orodan said. “It’s all so utterly stupid. What does it think it is? Trying to infect me by giving me knowledge of it?”

Orodan pulled himself up, practically impaling himself up along the Reject’s foot as he stood. Even the madman looked a little bewildered.

“Idiot. Nobody can truly resist it. You may try and stave it off, but once somebody knows the whole truth, they will always have a bit of Eldritch in them,” the Reject said. “Look within… your soul. It has System glyphs and symbols. We all have it within us. Our souls are borne of the Boundless One’s power. All beings within the System are this way. Once you know it, once you’re vulnerable to the knowledge, the tide can’t be stopped.”

“Really? Watch this, then,” Orodan said. And each and every bit of his power was thrown into the most overpowered usage of Domain of Perfect Cleaning he could manage.

All directed at his own soul.

The Reject looked, and then laughed.

“Hahaha! Nice try! You really had me for a second there!” the madman barked. The Reject continued laughing…

…and laughing…

…and laughing…

Until he finally stopped, and the Administrator’s eyes were wide.

In the deepest recesses of Orodan’s soul. No Eldritch taint came forth whatsoever.

“See? I think this whole matter is stupid,” Orodan declared. “And even if it could infect me, I simply wouldn’t give in.”

“Hmm… you know what… I’m maybe starting to see why it chose you…” the Reject said. “Congratulations. You’ve proven your dogged persistence and made me eat my words. Your prize… is death. Enjoy!”

The Reject grabbed Orodan’s head, tore himself free from his body, and began shoving him toward the orb consisting of infinite depth.

Not yet.

Orodan needed more time.

And what better way to acquire it than by killing himself?

It was finally time to truly abuse the checkpoints. He needed as much time as they could buy. And he wasn’t sure if a return to Ogdenborough would even help him when this Administrator hinted that it had ways of skirting that.

Eternal Soul Reactor flared to the max, enough to be immediately fatal.

And the darkness took him.

[Checkpoint Restored]

“Oooh! Interesting! That’s a new mechanism I’ve never seen before,” the Reject said. “Did it give you a new toy? Oh… oh! I see! It’s connected to the System’s Control Spike! Why… that dastardly Custodian, working alongside it to create new advantages for you time loopers.”

Orodan would normally wind Eternal Soul Reactor down beneath fatal levels upon starting a new loop or resetting to a checkpoint. But this time… he kept it at fatal levels.

The darkness took him.

[Checkpoint Restored]

“Oooh! Interesting! That’s a new mechanism I’ve never seen before,” the Reject said. “Did it give you a new toy? Oh… oh! I see! It’s connected to the System’s Control Spike! Why… that dastardly Custodian, working alongside it to create new advantages for you time loopers.”

He continued keeping it ramped up and focused on healing while he focused on understanding the soul.

[Soul Mastery 78 → Soul Mastery 79]

Checkpoint after checkpoint continued being burned.

The first five hundred checkpoints brought Harmony of Vitality to 99 and Soul Mastery to 87.

[Checkpoint Restored]

And with this restoration came a brief vision. One of his benefactor looking on in panic at a mechanism whose power was running dry. Its ruby red eyes conveyed a feeling of warning, that Orodan’s ability to do this wasn’t as limitless as once believed.

“Oooh! Interesting! That’s a new mechanism I’ve never seen before,” the Reject said. “Did it give you a new toy? Oh… oh! I see! It’s connected to the System’s Control Spike! Why… that dastardly Custodian, working alongside it to create new advantages for you time loopers.”

Orodan continued burning himself to death with his own soul energy.

The next one thousand checkpoints brought Harmony of Vitality to the Grandmaster-level and Soul Mastery to 92. The Master-level, which gained him the title of Soul Master.

[Checkpoint Restored]

And a vision of that hooded being, hammer and orb, looking at him with urgency. The exceedingly odd mechanism was rapidly running out of power. Perhaps a thousand more… but would that be enough?

“Oooh! Interesting! That’s a new mechanism I’ve never seen before,” the Reject said. “Did it give you a new toy? Oh… oh! I see! It’s connected to the System’s Control Spike! Why… that dastardly Custodian, working alongside it to create new advantages for you time loopers.”

He wasn’t sure how long had passed, but he refused to quit. He simply continued burning away.

Death upon death.

His Grandmaster-level Harmony of Vitality now allowed him to stay alive for even longer, which meant increased understandings of the inner-workings of his soul. Yet, still, Orodan growled in frustration as it wouldn’t be enough.

The next nine hundred checkpoint uses only pushed his Soul Mastery up to 96 and no further. No matter how hard he pushed, despite his talent, even if this was the most efficient training possible with actual death occurring multiple times… it just wouldn’t reach 100 in time.

[Checkpoint Restored]

Another vision. Of his benefactor having a resigned look in its eyes. Even it accepted the finality of what was going to occur. And the mechanism? He’d closely tracked the increments by which its power decreased with each reset. He had… perhaps fifty more tries.

“Oooh! Interesting! That’s a new mechanism I’ve never seen before,” the Reject said. “Did it give you a new toy? Oh… oh! I see! It’s connected to the System’s Control Spike! Why… that dastardly Custodian, working alongside it to create new advantages for you time loopers.”

“Not much left…” Orodan muttered.

Was this the end?

“What’s that? Say something, little Wainwright?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Orodan spat.

He continued dying, becoming very mindful of the decreasing counter. And he focused till each and every cell in his body wanted to explode under the mental strain.

With thirty tries left, Soul Mastery reached 97.

With five tries left, it hit 98.

And finally…

[Checkpoint Restored – Warning! Time Loop Mechanism Approaching Forced Reset]

“Oooh! Interesting! That’s a new mechanism I’ve never seen before,” the Reject said. “Did it give you a new toy? Oh… oh! I see! It’s connected to the System’s Control Spike! Why… that dastardly Custodian, working alongside it to create new advantages for you time loopers.”

Orodan immediately wound Eternal Soul Reactor down.

[Soul Mastery 98 → Soul Mastery 99]

He looked deep within the soul and began to see the glyphs and symbols of the skills. Of the connection they had to the overall database of the System’s stored knowledge and experience. He also saw the glyphs related to the time loop itself.

So close… yet not enough to actually interact with them.

“Quite the spike of soul energy there. Oh? Are you trying to reset the loop? You should! I shifted the System glyphs in the deepest part of your soul in a most subtle manner,” the Reject said. “The moment you reset, I’ll be there to greet you. Couldn’t do it on this one as I was halfway to you already. Although it does make me wonder why you haven’t reset at all yet… hmm…”

He was out of tries. This was it.

“Oh… so that’s what this unique mechanism does! Sneaky, quite devious! I didn’t even know you were doing that! How many times have we been through this conversation? Have you grown tired of my voice?”

“Enough to last me a lifetime.”

“Indeed, and that lifetime will be ending shortly,” the Reject said. “I would normally give you an explanation of everything as a courtesy, but I think giving you more time to prepare is a poor idea. Come, little cart-maker, embrace the peace of death.”

Orodan thrashed about and fought with full power as the Reject dragged him by the head towards the seemingly infinite depth orb he held. There came a strong suction force from the other side, pulling him out someplace where there would be guaranteed death.

If this was it, then he would go out fighting.

All his clones came into being, launching the most powerful assaults he could muster. The Administrator barely felt it.

He threw his all into chronomancy, and the Reject simply laughed and shattered his control over time with a gesture.

He poured as much power as he could into spatiomancy, and the madman shattered it yet again.

And when he tore his head free and reformed? The Reject encased Orodan in that familiar substance which captured him in a shell, just as it had during their first encounter.

If this was the end, then so be it. He would fight to the bitter finish like a warrior should.

A loud thrum rang out, and he heard the familiar crackle of lightning, and white flames melted the substance forming around him.

“Grahhh! Custodian! I have had enough of your meddling! You interfere once, and now yet again? It’s plain to see that this one’s special to you!” the Reject yelled, madness in his voice. “Yet, no matter what pathetic harassing strikes you launch, you never step through. Your station can never be abandoned, can it? Lest the corruption spill forth and corrupt it all!”

In response, dimensions quaked, and suddenly someone appeared in front of the Reject, who was blown backward.

A hooded figure. Hammer in the left hand, and a white orb of purity in the right.

Orodan had seen glimpses of this being before, and had even wiped out its ‘purity’ upon the Script King.

This was the Custodian. The final Administrator he hadn’t fully seen until now. His benefactor.

But the price of such interference wasn’t cheap.

Eldritch. More Eldritch than he’d ever seen across three plague worlds combined. It practically spewed out of the dimensional opening the Custodian exited from. Held back only by the shining white orb of purity in its hand.

“Never mind… I stand corrected. You and that thing really are hedging all your bets on this one, aren’t you?” the Reject asked. “What’s so special about him? Tell me!”

“Orodan Wainwright. There is a construct nearby, something I placed in an incomplete state to help guide you upon your anointment,” the Custodian said, voice all too calm. “You shall find it now completed by my hand. Step within and flee into the bowels of the System. Where it leads, there is much Eldritch. Yet if anyone can weather it, tis’ you. Go, now. I shall hold him off, yet each moment I am here is a moment the universe darkens.”

The ancient machine under Mount Castarian. Yes, that was it!

An angry Zaessythra also barreled into the core chamber and immediately laid eyes upon Orodan.

“We’re leaving, now,” Zaessythra ordered and practically dragged him along with her.

“We should help him,” Orodan protested.

“No. You have done enough, and this foe is beyond us,” Zaessythra said, deathly seriousness in her voice.

“All I need is a bit more time⁠—”

“Which we do not have!”

They ran through the winding tunnels of the depths until reaching a spot where the strange energy of the Administrators didn’t interfere with spatiomancy. Orodan then teleported both himself and Zaessythra toward the ancient machine.

He stepped out first…

…only to be bound by hundreds of restraining spells.

Before him, a shimmering humanoid figure.

The other time looper.

“Forgive me, fellow time looper. I… must resort to extreme measures if it necessitates the return of myself to the time loops,” they said. “I am truly sorry.”

Zaessythra was blown away in a singular attack and sent crashing into the rock.

With a hand wave, the ancient machine, which was glowing and emanating purple-gray energy… was shut down.

Orodan strained and struggled, yet the bindings were strong. After at least fifteen seconds, he finally broke free.

Only to be met with a cavalcade of additional restraining spells. The restraining continued for another two minutes, until at last, the Reject arrived.

“Ah, if it isn’t the failure, a reject, just like me,” the madman said. “Now that the Custodian was forced to retreat lest it all fall apart, we can handle matters. Rest assured, you can have these glyphs, and I’ll personally see to grafting them onto your soul as long as you live a nice, quiet life and make no attempts to fix anything.”

The Reject yanked the spatial ring off of Orodan’s finger and pulled the bottle containing the System glyph out. With a flick, he tossed it to the other time looper.

“…I expect your end of the bargain to be upheld… Reject,” the previous time looper said.

“Yes, yes… Now be quiet while I put an end to this strange experiment,” the Reject said. “A man more insane than me selected as a time looper? How comical! Hahaha!”

The caverns quaked, and three more people arrived.

“Ancestor… unhand Orodan Wainwright,” said Jian Huangdi. Next to him was Zhou Shan and another.

“Directive: Release friend, Orodan Wainwright,” W78 threatened.

“No! Just leave, you fools! You’ll be killed!” Orodan shouted. “This is my battle!”

“Oh? Want me to unhand your friend, do you? Why… alright then!”

Orodan was suddenly flung with some speed… somewhere. The only thing he felt was the impact of flesh, followed by a rock wall.

He came to his senses to find Zhou Shan entangled with himself in a heap, and the head of Jian Huangdi in the hands of the Reject.

“Father! I’ll… I’ll kill you!” Zhou Shan shouted in a raw grieving rage.

The High Sovereign charged forward, only to be turned into a blood mist with a single hit. And Orodan found himself restrained once more by the magical spellcraft of the previous time looper.

The Reject approached, only for familiar metal to stand between him and Orodan.

“W78, no… leave now!” Orodan pleaded. “Reject… kill me, but spare them!”

“Such heroic demands! Such selflessness! I might actually honor your request!” the Reject said. “That was… if you hadn’t angered me. Resisting until the Custodian arrived? Making me fight and take injuries? I think I’m going to enjoy hurting you, little Wainwright. And the first way of doing that… is to hurt this little bucket of bolts.”

“Directive from command nexus – disobeyed. Unit disconnected from network,” W78 said. “Establishing personal directive: Protect friend.”

“W78… no!”

The poor machine never stood a chance. One moment W78 stood defiantly before the Reject. And the next… metal was scattered all over.

But Orodan couldn’t see any of that.

All he saw…

…was red.

“Oh? You look angry! Good! I like it better when they look angry! Makes absorbing them into my soul a lot easier,” his target said as the dead man ripped his chest apart, exposing a roiling pit of thousands of souls within. “If you’re wondering who taught the Hegemony how to make those cute Crusaders of theirs, it’s me. Come, little Wainwright. Join all your fellow time loopers in one happy party!”

Orodan had no emotion on his face. He allowed himself to be drawn into the Reject.

Into the slimy pit within its chest where a disgusting conglomeration of souls, all belonging to former time loopers, were churning together.

Orodan gladly allowed it…

…for never had his rage burned so hot.

Distantly, he heard the sounds of a dragon roaring and the gasp of surprise from the previous time looper, but he cared not for that.

Eons of suffering. Torment. Endless agony. This was what all these souls felt.

Within, was a mechanism which sealed him off from the System. No way to bring him back if he died. Just endless suffering and death. Over and over.

Good.

Orodan’s first order of business, was to turn all this against the Reject.

He felt the mental assault of thousands of time loopers, all bent to the will of the Reject. Each had skills, mental abilities, and determination of their own which was in service to the Reject. And they all poured their combined prowess toward forcing Orodan to bend, and then break.

He was down to a handful of cells.

But in truth…

…this was nothing compared to what he’d seen when dealing with the monster affiliated with the Shards.

And Orodan had resisted that just fine.

Tidal waves of willpower and mental skills assaulted his mind and soul.

And Orodan fired back with apocalyptic tsunamis of mental focus and raw willpower which simply would not break.

His will shot out, and the nearest few souls were commanded to follow not the Reject, but Orodan Wainwright.

They were defiant at first, scared. They feared the torture, the agony that the madman would inflict upon them!

Yet, Orodan promised protection under the light of his own soul. And so a few listened, they relented, and joined him.

Then came the remaining servants, the loyal ones who’d been there a long time. They too eventually broke after hundreds of failed assaults, also joining Orodan.

More and more souls were stolen into Orodan’s own, until finally, a critical mass had been reached.

“What… what are you doing? Get out of my soul!” the Reject roared.

It was far too late. In a final venomous blow, Orodan, and every soul that had joined him, launched one powerful soul attack of pure defiance against the Administrator.

[Soul Mastery 99 → Soul Mastery 100]

[New Title → Soul Grandmaster]

The Reject roared in pain and fell to a knee. He angrily threw Orodan out. However, Orodan was determined to extract a price and leave a permanent wound as revenge for the death of W78.

He thus took all the converted souls with him.

Outside, full-sized dragon of immense power battled the other time looper. Its scales were silvery.

“Freak… monster… anomaly…” the Reject muttered. “None should be capable of standing up to the wills of thousands of time loopers and an Administrator. Engaging you in a mental and soul battle was my mistake. One I shall not repeat.”

In the battleground of the mind and soul, striking a blow against the Reject was one thing. But in the physical realm, the Administrator still reigned supreme.

He grabbed Orodan and practically threw him at the portable wormhole, and a wave of killing power emanated from its dual swords.

They connected at the exact same time as the wormhole sucked him in.

And all he knew was darkness.
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Was this the darkness of death?

He distantly had an awareness, but no actual cells.

He’d failed.

Orodan Wainwright was dead.

In front of him… a surreal landscape where gigantic things beyond all imagination dwelled. Some were aloof. Others hungry. And one of them… quite familiar, pink, and sadistic. It seemed to recognize him too, as its eyes the size of galaxies stared hungrily. This was the true form of that thing affiliated with the Shards.

Behind him, the caged wall past which was System space.

Was this it?

Was it time to put the blade down and rest in peace, having died a warrior’s death?

“I’ll find a way, even if I die.”

“And if I die without any loop left to bring me back… then even death is just another opponent to do battle with.”

Words came unbidden to his memory. And his will stirred.

Other memories came to him.

A mentor who sacrificed it all for him.

Adeltaj’s eyes held that same teasing glimmer whenever the old man would make fun of him in his early loops.

The level 99 Phoenix Thrust increased to level 100, and Adeltaj Simarji became a dual-Grandmaster.

“Old man…!”

Only to die an instant later.

A friend who gave it all up.

“Orodan Wainwright… I cannot linger for long lest my pursuers return, but thank you for all you’ve done,” the elven Goddess spoke. “Ensure Vylmela’s sacrifice isn’t in vain. Please… it’s what she would want.”

And behind her eyes, unlike most other Gods Orodan had dealt with, he could swear Vespidia’s familiar gaze was there.

A friend with a pure heart.

“Directive from command nexus – disobeyed. Unit disconnected from network,” W78 said. “Establishing personal directive: Protect friend.”

“W78… no!”

And someone who’d been with him for the longest time.

“No, I refuse,” Orodan said. “I’ll⁠—”

“Die? That would end the loop anyways… I’m sorry, Orodan,” she said softly, and one of her pages came up to dab at the moisture he didn’t even know was gathering in his eyes. “You really are something else. Whoever chose you for these time loops did a good job, but they also consigned you to a painful existence. I expect to be taken on many adventures in the next loop and berate you at every step. Thank you for helping me remember myself, and just… remember me, okay?”

Orodan lacked a physical body, yet his soul trembled.

Rage, sorrow… and the refusal to accept any of it.

Had they all given their lives for him so that he could rest in peace?

No.

Never.

The willpower of Orodan Wainwright was infinite, and he would show them. He would have his revenge against the Reject, he would cleanse the System. He would keep them all safe.

He would be the pillar that their dreams could find reality upon.

He lacked a physical body, but this was an advantage, because now…

…Orodan churned Eternal Soul Reactor at a level he would’ve never dared before.

Immediately, the sadistic and hungry thing in the great distance noticed, and it drew closer. As did many of the smaller though hungry creatures in this surreal void between universes.

The smaller ones began inhaling and consuming the soul energy he emanated.

Yet it mattered not. Were they hungry? Good! Orodan would feed them till they exploded.

[Eternal Soul Reactor 99 → Eternal Soul Reactor 100]

His soul blazed with power, and the pain was utterly horrific. Yet he cared not.

[Pain Resistance 94 → Pain Resistance 97]

He continued pushing. Further and further.

The smaller creatures now began burning and exploding as they approached his soul. And the larger ones were beginning to recoil in fear as he was producing far too much soul energy. He had no reference point to gauge exactly how much… but it was a lot.

The waves of hungry things continued coming, until at last, a massive one approached… Cosmic terror incarnate. It was at that point where everything else fled.

“A most curious little thing… out in the desolate expanse between creation… all alone.”

Orodan had no time or words to waste. Neither was he sure if he could even talk.

The horror between universes attempted to surround him, and for a time, all Orodan knew was pain. Horror… and the minds of entire universes worth of mental power ramming into him.

He wasn’t sure how long had passed, but it was a while.

Yet, no matter how much this progenitor of the Shards battered his mind and soul…

…Orodan’s power simply kept growing.

[Pain Resistance 97 → Pain Resistance 99]

“An anomaly… the same one the pieces of my lifeblood encountered before… The anointed champion of the caged…”

This thing would be the driver of his growth.

The beginning of… boundlessness.

At the end of the day… where did Orodan’s power really stem from? The willpower was one aspect, as was his mastery of the soul.

And as a final message came by…

[Pain Resistance 99 → Pain Resistance 100]

…Orodan knew what he needed. Where his strength truly came from.

Eternal Soul Reactor as the core, the driver. The churning of his soul faster and faster to generate increasing amounts of power was critical. After that, Soul Mastery, for the intimate familiarity with his own soul, each and every bit. And at last… the drive, the will… the embrace of pain. Pain was the fuel and engine for his power. Without it, nothing truly moved forward.

The power of Orodan Wainwright then…

…was the Incipience of Infinity.

[Skill Combination → Eternal Soul Reactor 100 + Soul Mastery 100 + Pain Resistance 100 → Incipience of Infinity 100 (Celestial)]

Orodan’s power skyrocketed, and even the galaxy of horrors looked somewhat wary.

The pink Shards which could already destroy someone’s System in palm-sized form, now were produced at the size of planets, ready to fire upon him.

“Anomaly… impossibility… a material lifeform with qualities of the boundless…”

Orodan was prepared to receive the strike, yet at the last moment, something green smashed into his soul and forced it backwards and into the System cage.

“Retreat… you cannot face it yet…”

What or who was that?

Before Orodan could truly ponder it, he contacted the cage with System glyphs and symbols upon it and encountered resistance.

His raw power utterly smashed through said resistance.

He passed through many layers of protections on his return to System space, and at one point saw a bewildered fifteen-foot tall man with a greatsword observing his passing with alarm. He flew past galaxies and sped onwards to familiar ground.

The entire time, he felt the tendrils of something guiding him diligently. It was Eldritch, without a doubt. But Orodan now knew what the Eldritch was, where it came from.

It was the Boundless One empowering the System, and it sought to help him.

Guiding tendrils led him past many more galaxies at hyper-speed. The soul energy he emanated was enough to destroy some of them. Something he felt partially guilty about, but simply couldn’t help at this time.

Finally, the familiar Athranos Galaxy was in sight, and he was guided to the now ruined Alastaia.

He practically dove onto the planet, sensing the signatures he sought.

The first thing he saw was a roughened up previous time looper, and a grievously wounded Zaessythra. Now that he was in somewhat better senses, he realized she’d transformed into a full-sized dragon and had tried to take the other looper on.

Yet again, she nearly died for him.

The Reject stood over the previous looper, manipulating the glyphs related to the time loop.

“Now hold still, this may or may not work, but at the very least, the time loop will move on from that troublesome cart-maker,” the Reject said. “Now then, where⁠—”

Orodan launched a wave of soul energy capable of obliterating multiple star systems, only in condensed form. In no way would this be possible in his real body, but when one had no cells, and no time loop to revert them to the beginning… such things were possible.

Yes. The time loops no longer affected him.

Would he now just be the Stubborn Skill-Grinder?

“O-Orodan… you look… shiny…” Zaessythra said, breathing dangerously slow.

“Impossible… impossible! You’re too late! The loop has moved on and you have no way of manipulating it back onto yourself!” the Reject roared. “Hahaha! I admit, you’re dangerous. Insane, mad, positively loony! Never have I met someone so singularly determined. But… it’s over! No more time loops for you! Kill me if you must! But this pathetic System universe is finished!”

Or so the Reject claimed.

Orodan had one final trick up his sleeve.

The previous looper had backed away, leaving one critical piece of equipment that Orodan felt relevant.

The Administrator’s Mantle.

“What are you doing with that? Put that down! It’s mine!”

And yet, the Reject likely couldn’t even use it any longer.

“Toy with that garment all you want. The System has moved on, without a connection nearby, there’s nothing you can do,” the previous looper said.

And for the first time, Orodan opened his mouth and discovered that he could indeed speak in spirit form.

“This thing might not provide any use by itself. But it does allow one to interact directly with System energy,” Orodan said. “And as for the connection… a trial of ascendance will do.”

The Reject’s eyes widened.

The fool, Orodan thought.

Great enough talent and insights into a skill, and even the System couldn’t accurately quantify it. With enough skill and talent, one could essentially ‘delay’ or save skill level gains. Much like Eldarion, the mortal elf on Eldiron had done during the first ascendance trial Orodan had ever seen.

And now… his broom was in hand as he looked directly at the Reject.

“You’re dirty. Time to clean you up.”

The sweep went out…

[Domain of Perfect Cleaning 100 → Domain of Perfect Cleaning 101]

…and the Eldritch within the madman was purged.

And the souls within the Reject were also liberated.

“W-what… what have you done! You took it away… you took it away!” the madman screamed. “Give it back! Give. It. Back!”

The Administrator tried attacking him, but Orodan’s current power was insanity incarnate. Galaxies were destroyed by his passing until he reined it in a bit. The Reject’s strikes were painful, but nothing that could truly harm his soul. Not in this state.

With a gesture, Orodan blew the Reject away. Especially since the next message was an important one.

[Transcendence Trial Requirements Met]

[Beginning Trial - Time Stasis Initialized]

The System being, a strange humanoid composed of impossible geometric shapes with System glyphs all over its body, descended.

[Trial Taker - Orodan Wainwright]

The System being summoned an arena, and within were all manner of dirty clothes, dusty shelves, and messy furniture.

[Trial Beginning]

His competition, would be the System being itself.

The trial began…

…and it ended as soon as Orodan swept outwards with his broom.

In a single sweep, everything had been cleansed.

[Trial Successful - Transcendence Achieved]

[New Title → Celestial Transcendent]

[New Title → Perfect Cleaning Transcendent]

[New Title → Cleaning Transcendent]

Frankly, expecting the greatest cleaning talent ever seen to struggle with the trial of ascendancy, was a bit much. Now, if it was a skill he was less talented in? By all means.

More importantly though, was the mind wipe the System being would attempt.

[Beginning Memory Alterations]

There was a reason nobody remembered what happened during ascendancy trials.

It was because the System erased the memory of the participants.

And when it failed… or needed more power than the singular unit had?

[Warning - High Energy Signature Detected. Diverting More Power]

[Warning - High Energy Signature Persisting. Diverting More Power]

[Warning - High Energy Signature Persisting. Diverting More Power. Unit at Risk of Corruption]

[Override Protocol Initiated - Incomplete Time Stasis Acceptable. Trial Resuming. Administrator Notified]

Orodan picked up the Administrator’s Mantle and donned it. It was… a cultivator’s robes. He suspected the Prophet’s mantle was the holy book or the scepter. The Custodian’s might have been the hammer, and the mage’s the staff. And the Warrior’s the greatsword. So for the cultivator robes to be a mantle, it didn’t surprise Orodan that it belonged to the Reject.

He donned them and found they worked just fine and didn’t fall through his soul form.

And with the pure and direct channel of System energy going from the System being to the very core of the System…

…Orodan poured all his power and awareness into the Administrator’s Mantle and dove with his consciousness deep into the guts of the System itself.

A cage, one with System glyphs and symbols etched onto every inch, and within… a grotesque purple thing. Yet, one that emanated an aura of compassion and love.

Its power was unfathomable. Even in soul form, with the power to break large portions of a galaxy, Orodan was no match. This being… it was on the same level as that thing which had galaxies for eyes.

And on another end… the mechanism for the time loop. It had the same glyphs as the ones within his soul.

Without further question, without further thought… Orodan’s consciousness reached out, and directed the hooks of that loop into himself.

[Time Looper Anointed]

[Power Source Not Detected - Utilizing Nearest Available Power Source]

[Power Source - Orodan Wainwright]

He had one second to reflect on how that might’ve been a horrible idea.

One second.

And then, searing pain and the annihilation of mind, soul, self, and consciousness occurred.

Who was it?

It was Infinity.

Infinity knew no end. It was boundless.

Many millennia passed. Infinity knew no end, no limit. It simply kept providing the necessary power for the mechanism to fully charge.

The mechanism queried how Infinity could power it so fast. As did a nearby being of a most alien nature. Infinity would rise to any challenge. To any occasion.

Many more millennia passed, and the alien being was alarmed. An enemy was invading their shared domain.

The five great servants were incapable of holding it back, and eventually, it broke through. The alien being urged Infinity to speed the process up. And Infinity complied.

Throughout it all, a draconic lifeform remained by the side of Infinity’s physical form.

And as the universe began to shatter, and the cage suffered damage, the alien being at the center of the cage begged Infinity to conclude the process. For the mechanism… the time loop… it was the only thing which could salvage the situation.

At last, after tens of millennia… the process concluded, and the mechanism was prepared.

And Infinity opened the eyes of its physical form.

“Orodan! Orodan!” the draconic lifeform yelled. “Y-you’re finally awake!”

Infinity thought the sudden physical closeness was a bit uncalled for. Although, strangely enough, a small part of its endless mind thought it… pleasant?

“Who are you?”

“Y-you… you don’t remember me? Orodan… you powered the entire time loop… you’re… you’re…”

Very briefly he… no it… right? Yes… it recalled a memory.

“And when do I not act like a normal person?” Orodan asked.

“All the time,” she fired back. “But… mainly when you’re tapping into that soul skill of yours. It’s impressive and all, but I sometimes feel like the further you push your endless willpower, the less human you become. And I say this as a half-dragon.”

“I’m still a human, Zaessythra,” Orodan said. “Flesh, blood and all.”

It… no… he looked down, and his hands were trembling.

“Who… who am I?” he asked, genuinely scared for the first time in a very long while. His own descent into the infinite… it terrified him more than any foe.

“Orodan… you’re Orodan Wainwright,” she said, taking hold of his shaking hands.

“I… think I remember. And who are you? You seem familiar, warm… trustworthy,” he said.

“I’m Zaessythra, your annoying cursed book companion and that nagging half-dragon who keeps lecturing you,” she said, her voice breaking. “Look… the universe is falling apart around us… you have to re-enter the time loops. That thing and a few others have been trying to break in for thousands of years now, and they’ve finally succeeded.”

“And who are these five people?” Orodan asked.

“The Administrators,” she said.

Orodan’s mind spun as he finally began recalling everything.

He reached for a sword that was no longer there.

His glare toward the Reject was full of death.

“You! You killed W78 and Zhou Shan!” Orodan roared as he stomped up to the man.

“I profess… I did all of that… but we have bigger concerns on our plate,” the Reject said. “The many millennia have given me, and us, a lot of clarity of thought. I used to think the Boundless One empowering the System was a bad deal for sapient life, but I’ve now come to realize there are far worse Boundless Ones out there. One in particular, you encountered during your return… and it isn’t happy of the fact that you’re a living being with qualities only one of their kind should possess.”

For now… Orodan would set aside his hatred. Had thousands of years truly passed?

How old was he? He still saw no physical body, so perhaps age didn’t really matter?

Idly, he noted that the Incipience of Infinity was sitting at 121. That meant the ascendancy trial had come and gone, with no System unit being capable of matching Orodan. At least all those millennia of generating power had amounted to something.

“How do I possess the qualities of a Boundless One?”

“Orodan Wainwright…” the Custodian began. “The mechanism within the heart of the System, it’s a time loop meant to power only the System universe. But you… you went ahead and fed it enough power to affect all of reality. As you can imagine, the slumbering beings beyond our borders were not happy. The knowledge that they’ll be reset once the mechanism is activated does not please them.”

“And where is this place?” Orodan asked. “It seems familiar…”

“Alastaia. The world core was damaged, but we repaired it,” the Custodian said. “And the addition of a few thousand more years is not much in the life span of a world core. What really mattered, was the System Control Spike. On the day of your birth, the Boundless One and I decided to go for a last-minute gambit… a series of glyphs that would identify the being with the greatest talent in cleaning that the universe had ever seen. We were hoping for someone to cleanse the System of Eldritch, to allow Boundless One and mortal to live in harmony. Yet… you’ve thrown a wrench into our plans by exhibiting a secondary quality beyond any known reason or explanation.”

“My willpower…”

Orodan knew he wasn’t normal. His willpower made no sense…

“Yes. Now come, we must activate the mechanism and send you back in time,” the Custodian said. “When you return, your power will be greatly diminished. After all, in terms of skill levels, you’re still no match for an Administrator when in your physical body.”

“And while these many millennia of being Eldritch-free and the united struggle against those things have mellowed us all out,” the Reject said, “make no mistake… you’ll still have to fight us upon your return. So be prepared.”

Suddenly, the very walls of reality shook.

“They prepare another assault. Likely their greatest one yet,” the Warrior said. “Orodan, activate the mechanism, now!”

“But that would mean leaving⁠—”

“Say no more. I assumed you would say this,” the Custodian spoke. “Touch the System Control Spike. Consider it my final gift to you.”

Orodan nodded and got to his feet. A familiar control spike was nearby, and he laid a hand upon it.

He felt the formation of a… space, within his soul. And somehow, he just knew that he could place something inside. Something that would carry across the loops.

His gaze snapped to the Custodian.

“Thank you… thank you,” Orodan sincerely said. “I won’t forget this.”

“Consider it… repayment for something I did long ago,” the Custodian said.

Repayment? For what?

“Zaessythra. Have you been keeping up with your reading?” Orodan asked.

“Yes… why? Not much to do around here besides read,” she answered.

“You transformed into a full-sized dragon. That was one of the last things I recall before I went under,” Orodan said.

“You want me to transform into a dragon?”

“No… I want you to transform into the cursed book you were,” he said.

“I… can still do that… But why?”

“Because, you’re coming with me, you idiot.”

Her eyes dared to hold the slightest glimmer of hope, and she transformed into her once typical form. Orodan grabbed and practically shoved her into his soul, specifically within the storage space.

“They come! Activate the mechanism!”

Orodan didn’t have to be told twice. The time loop was already connected to him, even if it spanned a far wider area now. In other words, he needed to restore himself to life and then die.

However, getting killed by the universe-sized cosmic horror making its way through the cracks of their own universe… was probably not a good idea.

Orodan flared Incipience of Infinity to its maximal power and empowered Harmony of Vitality.

Problem was… all the time in his soul form had really made him used to the incredibly high levels of power. To the point that restoring even a single cell was rather difficult.

It took Orodan a full two minutes to restore a single cell of himself and become alive once more…

And before he could die by his own hand, the pink beam fired from a planet-sized crystal struck him first. It took all he had to shield the part of his soul containing Zaessythra with maximal power.

Darkness took him.
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His dreams were fitful. Disjointed memories, as though he wasn’t sure who he was.

The nightmares were vivid, strong. He dreamt of his failures, of lapsing into infinity once more and losing his sense of self. Of failing everyone again.

Yet, throughout it all, a pleasant presence kept him company.

The presence comforted him over these dark dreams.

He wasn’t sure how long he slept for, but the comforting presence was never far.

Zaessythra, she called herself. And he was Orodan.

And within his dreams he gradually began to remember who he was.

Until at last, he was sitting within his mindscape, looking at the scene of a child picking up a broken and rusty sword in defense of himself and what little food he’d found.

“Thank you, Zaessythra,” Orodan said. “For keeping me company. I didn’t expect my mind to take so long to recover.”

“You were hit by a Shard the size of a planet,” she said. “And you devoted most of your energy towards shielding me, like the idiot you are.”

“I’ll gladly plead to being an idiot every day then,” he said. “Still… my foes have only grown stronger. Or rather, I’ve learned more about the universe and what I’m meant to do.”

“Indeed. You have a long way to go, and only yourself to rely on,” she said.

“You act as though you won’t be with me,” he said.

“Orodan… my soul was badly damaged despite your efforts… I cannot wake in the physical world for quite some time,” she professed. “The process of moving into the next loop… Your soul was out of control and did quite a bit of damage. It will take me some time to recover.”

Orodan felt immensely responsible and clenched his fist.

Her hand came to rest atop it.

“None of that. I’d be far worse off if you hadn’t stepped in,” she said.

“I feel that my ‘stepping in’ led to the time loops becoming far more complicated. Figures… I find one answer as to what they are and why I was chosen, only to go and make the problem ten times worse,” Orodan said. “And that time I was under… drawing upon my endless willpower. It was… scary. Genuinely. Facing a foe is easy. Losing my sense of self to my own willpower, is another thing entirely.”

“That’s… surprisingly human of you to say,” she said.

“You’re a half-dragon,” he quipped. “How would you know what being human is like?”

“Fair point. Still, what is it you fear?” she asked. “The bloodthirstiness of the child before me?”

She referred to the young Orodan in the memory of having killed someone.

“Pah… that was self-defense… Although, it set the tone for all the blood on my hands,” he said.

“Then what is it?”

“I fear… forgetting,” he said. “When I came to, I didn’t even know who you were, and you were so emotional about it. I felt a terrible sense of guilt.”

“You fear forgetting? I suppose I can relate to that as well,” she said. “In that regard. One could say, I have a solution.”

“What’s that?”

Her face came closer to his, and before he knew it…

…her lips were touching his.
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A keening wail ringing in the night sky awoke him.

And he still vividly felt the warm lips upon his own.

That… that had just occurred.

For so long did Orodan fear allowing himself to get close, and then Zaessythra went and decided to kiss him. He really wasn’t sure how to feel about that. He didn’t even have a heart any longer, and that part of him still felt strange things as he dwelled on that memory.

For now though, he had bigger concerns.

Immediately, he sensed something was wrong.

Very, very wrong.

No Quest messages.

He mentally called forth his Status…

Nothing came forth.

He looked within his own soul to see the problem.

The deep part of his soul where System skills, glyphs, and the like were… was wiped clean. Oh, there was something there alright, but with no connection to the System.

And even deeper within… was the familiar cursed book. Zaessythra herself. Who wouldn’t awaken for a good while.

Orodan felt responsible for it all. It was his soul going rampant that caused her current state.

Still, it was a new loop in Ogdenborough.

He was no longer a damned noble of House Wainwright, thank the System for that at least. And perhaps it was time to focus on some of the things he’d been meaning to do for a long time. A slower life, self-improvement, crafts, and taking his time in exploring and self-betterment.

So what if he didn’t have access to the System? He could still fight, and the skills mainly affected were the ones where he relied more on the System’s skill levels than his own insights and fundamental understanding.

He had a long, long road ahead of him.

Zaessythra managed to recover and heal her Status and connection to the System, and he had her for advice.

And worse come to worst…

…nothing was stopping Orodan from learning runic scripts and delving into the secrets of System glyphs and symbols for himself.

If his System refused to heal, then he would just build a new one. One powered by himself.

Of course, all of that involved plenty of stubborn skill grinding in a time loop.

THE STORY WILL CONTINUE IN
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