
Chapter 1025 

Easy or Swift 

“This is not the end,” Umber told Jason. “In fact, this is the beginning.”

Jason, Shade and Umber walked through the giant standing stones that anchored the dimensional bridge between Pallimustus and Earth. The size of a sports stadium, the stones had intricate sigils and diagrams carved all over them. Jason looked over the complex changes made from his and Clive’s original design, most of which were beyond his comprehension. 

“I know this feels like a culmination for you,” Umber continued. “This business with the goddess and your homeworld all feels so important. But a few billion years from now, they’ll both be gone, at least in any meaningful way, while the three of us will still be playing my game.”

“You’re keeping me from my family and my friends. From the people I’m responsible for. It’s not a game to me, and while I think you know that, you do not understand it.”

“Oh? Are you going to educate me?”

“I have worse than pawns and henchmen to deal with. Our reckoning will have to wait.”

“Well, that’s the joy of immortality; we have all the time we need.”

Jason moved closer to one of the stones to examine it closely. 

“I’m not sure I can even complete the bridge like this,” he said. “This was already pushing the limits of my astral magic expertise when Clive and I built it. The modifications you’ve made are beyond my understanding. Was it really necessary to weave a separate soul magic ritual into it?”

“We had to make sure that you would participate in both. You are known for being tricky.”

“But I’m not known for soul engineering. To call my grasp of it embryonic is being generous. I have some instinctive understanding, because of what I am, but the theory is beyond me, let alone the praxis.”

“I’ve been careful with my changes, to make sure you can invoke the magic. You just have to trust that I haven’t done anything that will affect you too negatively.”

“I know what it will do. I understand that much, at least. As I said, I have some instinctive knowledge of soul engineering.”

“This is not the kind of magic you want to be using by feel.”

“I don’t always get what I want.”

“You should get used to that. Now that you and my brother are a permanent set, you will be joining him in the little imprisonment game we play.”

“I told you that this isn’t a game for me. As you will eventually come to see for yourself.”

“I look forward to it, although it may be a greater task than you think. In the wake of Shade binding himself to you, father has seen fit to involve himself.”

“The Reaper has chosen to help you?” Shade asked.

“Are you truly surprised, brother? Did you think that father would tolerate your abandonment without reaction?”

“Why would the Reaper have helped my clan the way he did if he held a grudge?” Jason asked. 

“There are many kinds of debt,” Umber said, “and great astral beings are never simple entities.”

“You know that I’m a great astral being, right?”

“I stand corrected,” Umber said. 

“What has our progenitor done?” Shade asked. 

Jason glowered at Umber, then left the brothers to talk as he resumed his examination of the standing stones. He crouched before one of the towering stones and used his fingers to trace the etchings upon it from the ground up. 

“I will confess,” Umber told his brother, “that I may have been overly ambitious with this particular round of our game. Things were not coming together the way I had hoped before father’s intervention. And I did get rather lucky in several regards. Your new meat puppet was kind enough to solve some of my problems himself.”

“Meaning what?” Jason asked, looking up. 

“I was having trouble finding a way to get you into my trap. The business with the sword in the Order of the Reaper’s astral space was one of many abandoned plans that I adapted for other purposes. Then you went and sat on the Cosmic Throne.”

“What does that have to do with anything?” Jason asked, standing up. “I touched the throne for barely an instant, and I’m done with all that now.”

The two shadow brothers shared a glance. 

“But is it done with you?” Umber asked. “Do you truly believe that you can put a hand on the Cosmic Throne and be done with it?”

“He is right, Mr Asano. However brief your connection to the throne, the experience changed you. You know that, even if you fear what confronting that will mean.”

Jason thought about a door in his astral kingdom he had put out of his mind the moment he’d last stepped through it. It was a door he had expected to never open again. 

“I still don’t understand what that has to do with your plans,” he told Umber.

“There are places in the cosmos whose borders are beyond the ability of almost any to transgress, even with the authority of a great astral being. I am going to put you in such a place, but I was having trouble finding a way to get you in. But there are some whose authority knows no boundaries. Your connection to the Cosmic Throne lets you go places most cannot.”

“I’m not connected to the throne anymore.”

“Then I suppose my plan will fail miserably.”

“Even if I can go to this place you’re sending me, doesn’t that also mean I can walk right back out?”

“Presumably,” Umber said. “Good luck with that.”

Realising he would get no more out of Umber, Jason shook his head. 

“I’ve seen enough,” he said. “Let’s get this thing done.”

*** 

Jason stood at the heart of the standing stone formation, Shade by his side. The ground beneath his feet was hard-packed dirt. The observers from the Church of Knowledge were outside the vast magical working, leaving Jason and his familiar relatively alone. 

“Before we begin, Mr Asano, you should place items from your inventory into my dimension space,” Shade said. “Yours is connected to your astral kingdom, from which your prime avatar is about to be cut off.”

Jason scowled. 

“This is going to feel bad, isn’t it?”

“I don’t know,” Shade said. “This is outside of my experience.”

Jason moved a lot of items to Shade’s dimensional storage, from magic items and clothes to a fortune in spirit coins. He included his sword and the amulet and cloud flask on the chain around his neck, just in case. 

“Not the cloud flask,” Umber said, emerging from the shadow of one of the standing stones. “That goes into your inventory.”

Jason glared at Umber but said nothing. 

“You agreed to go quietly, Asano.”

Jason continued to stare daggers at Umber for a moment, then took back the cloud flask from Shade and placed it in his inventory. 

“Thank you,” Umber said, then returned to the shadows.

The actual enaction of the ritual was relatively straightforward. The dimensional bridge had been decades in the making and even with Umber’s modifications, it was the magical equivalent of flicking a switch to activate a very complicated machine. 

There was very little visual effect, relative to the scale of the magic involved. The carving on the standing stones lit up, not especially brightly. The impact on Jason was similarly unimpressive to look at, but within, he felt a fundamental shift. He tilted his head and blinked several times. 

“Mr Asano?”

“I’d forgotten,” Jason said. “I didn’t realise how different it was. How much I’d changed.”

“Mr Asano?” Shade asked again.

“It’s just me,” Jason muttered. “No astral kingdom. No clan running around, living their lives. It’s just… me. I’d forgotten what it’s like to be the only one in my own head.”

“Mr Asano, are you alright?”

Jason shook his head to clear it, then looked at Shade. 

“I was expecting pain. Powerlessness. I mean, I suppose that’s there. I can’t feel all the cosmic energy people keep telling me I shouldn’t call on. No astral gate, no soul forge. It feels light. Free. I haven’t felt like this in decades. Maybe not since my first trip back to Earth.”

As Jason was taking his sword and magic items back from Shade, Umber approached through the standing stones, flanked by diamond rankers from the Church of Knowledge. The priests were draped in robes that were more practical than ceremonial, much like the loose combat robes Jason preferred. Despite being ageless, they looked to be a well-preserved fifty or so, older than most essence users. 

Both priests were stern, the man looking like the headmaster at an English all-boys school in the forties. The woman was Lucella Carnes, the priestess who had approached Jason on his arrival. Her appearance was somewhere between ‘head librarian’ and ‘nurse at a hospital you desperately wanted to avoid.’

“It’s time to go,” Lucella Carnes announced. 

“It’s not finished,” Jason told them. “Give it a moment for the magic to permeate through the dimensional boundary.”

The clergyfolk waited, eyes locked on Jason. He looked around as if getting bored while standing in a queue at the sandwich shop. Finally, the lights on the standing stones dimmed and the stones themselves crumbled to dust, kicking up a cloud that covered them all. Jason used his aura to create a bubble of clean air around himself, while one of the diamond-rankers conjured up a sphere of wind to shield him and his companion. 

There was no more visual effect, but to anyone able to sense dimensional fluctuations, a massive force had snapped into place. To Jason, it felt like standing at the shore of the Red Sea as it parted, opening up passage for the faithful. 

“There you go,” Jason said. “So, what’s next?”

*** 

What was next turned out to be a dimension ship that carried Jason, Umber and a contingent of gold and diamond-ranked priests away from Pallimustus. The dimension ship had the shape of a giant bird forged of metal. The interior, at least the part Jason had been led into, was surprisingly akin to a private plane. 

“This feels almost mundane, if I’m being honest,” Jason said as he sat in a plush chair. “When I think ‘imprisoned at the behest of a god,’ airports aren’t what comes to mind. Is there beverage service on this flight?”

“If you’re done whistling past the graveyard,” Umber told him, “I can tell you where it is that I am taking you.”

Umber’s indistinct shadow form was less seated in the opposite chair than piled onto it, dark orange eyes staring from a dark, swirling mass. 

“Sure,” Jason said.

“As you know, many things were broken when the Cosmic Throne was sundered. The great astral beings worked to control the damage and maintain things on their own, but their failings were swiftly made plain. My father was one of the first to regret what they had done, and for good reason. There were instances of afterlife realms becoming corrupted and wrenched from his control.”

“Afterlife realms?” Jason asked.

“There are many realm types that exist within the cosmos,” Shade said, emerging from Jason’s shadow. “Normal universes are the most common, but there are others. Pocket universes, astral kingdoms. Many are hidden from and inaccessible to mortals. As you have joined the ranks of true immortals, it is no longer forbidden to grant you such knowledge. You know that reincarnation is one fate that can await souls after death, but there are many others. I believe that Umber is taking us to one such place.”

“Indeed,” Umber confirmed. “We are on the way to a place that bears some resemblance to an afterlife your world refers to as the Elysian Fields. Or it did, until the sundering. The place is corrupted, and no more souls are sent there. Our father’s authority no longer extends to that place. His power cannot reach it, nor can his agents enter.”

“But you can?”

“No, I cannot. I am, ultimately an agent of my father.”

“You keep calling the Reaper that. Father.”

“I do not care for the word ‘progenitor.’ It is impersonal. Distant. My father may not have a gender, but in places that do, the preponderance of references personify him as male. Including on your planet.”

“Fair enough. But, if you can’t enter this place, how are you going to take me there?”

“I told you there are those whose authority knows no boundaries. The All Devouring-Eye. That time fellow with all the names. The Cosmic Throne.”

“I’m not an agent of the Cosmic throne.”

“Perhaps, but you are something, and sometimes that is enough. I am not taking you into this place as much as I am taking you to it, then shoving you in. What I can do is watch, looking in from the outside.”

“Okay, so you push me in. What’s to stop me from walking right back out?”

“Just because you are not barred from dimensional travel does not mean that you are capable of it. Even if you found some way out, how would your avatar survive the deep astral? Your cloud flask could produce a dimension ship, but that’s locked away with your soul and the bulk of your power.”

“Doesn’t that work for me? My avatar stops existing, and your binding does too.”

“Actually, it doesn’t. Your avatar would die, but the binding would prevent its natural dissolution. You would be trapped in a state between existence and non-existence until one of your allies managed to scour the deep astral long enough to find what’s left. And within the corrupted afterlife, there is no death. You would be become the same as the current residents, which you will soon see is not a pleasant state in which to be. Your only option, Asano, is to play the game I’ve set out for you. Walk into the trap and try to find your way out. I’m sure that you’ll eventually find a way to unbind your avatar, unseal your astral kingdom and escape. Watching you do exactly that is what I’m here for, but you will not find it easy or swift.”

*** 

The dimension ship had stopped. Umber, Shade, Jason and Lucella Carnes stood on a square platform floating just outside of it, still shielded by the ship’s dimensional bubble. The astral space around that bubble was an absolute void, a blackness that held neither light nor time. Even the strange symbolic visions Jason had encountered on previous journeys through the astral were absent. The only light came from a glowing ritual circle, drawn onto the middle of the platform. 

“Astral geography is a funny thing,” Umber mused. “It has neither space nor time, yet we experience both subjectively as we traverse it, safe in our little shell of reality. We are in a place where nothing can exist. Where only nothing can exist. This is where my father situates some of the more orthodox afterlives. You cannot see it, but there is one here, broken and corrupt. I’ll be establishing a little observation platform to peek in and see how you’re doing.”

Umber gestured to a ritual circle in the middle of the platform. 

“If you would.”

Jason stepped into the middle of the circle and conjured his cloak of stars and darkness. His eyes shone within the hood, fixed on Umber.  

“Anything you want to say before you go?” Umber asked. “A declaration of impending revenge, perhaps?”

“I’m out of things to say,” Jason told him. “Now, you need to watch what I do.”

“Very imposing. How about you, brother?”

Shade fixed his gaze on Umber. 

“How certain are you of our progenitor’s motives in helping you after all this time? Does revenge over my abandonment sound like something that would drive the Reaper to action, or is it after something else? Something beyond your petty power plays. And if the Reaper gets what it wants, what will it be willing to do in return?”

Umber and Shade stared at each other until Shade vanished into the ephemeral void of Jason’s cloak. 

“Get on with it,” Jason said. 

Umber waved a shadowy hand and Jason vanished. 


Chapter 1026 

To Be Worthwhile 

Helsveth’s astral ship, inherited from Dawn, looked less like an interdimensional transport vessel and more like a snow globe. It consisted of a rustic cottage and surrounding garden, all sealed within a dome. The interior maintained the theme, with a main room occupying most of the space that could be seen from the outside. A wooden kitchen table with matching chairs had an unassuming vase of flowers from the garden outside. The lounge area had well-worn but comfy armchairs, and a couch with plush cushions, faded with age. 

It was in the details where the building’s magic could be found. The flowers on the table cleansed the air, leaving a pleasant floral scent. The doors leading to the other rooms hid formidable dimensional magic. While the building seemed small, the interior could expand dynamically at need, adding extra bedrooms, bathrooms or other amenities the occupants might require. 

This allowed each member of Team Biscuit to have their own space. Neil sat in a study that alone held more room than should have been possible, given the size of the cottage. Bookshelves were lined with titles on magical healing relating specifically to diamond and gold-rankers. Several titles sat on a reading desk behind which Neil was sitting. The ship’s book collection was extraordinary and he was taking advantage of the chance to study exotic maladies that existed through the cosmos. 

He forced himself to read the same paragraph a third time, but the words didn’t sink in any better. He gave up, closed the heavy tome with a thump and leaned back in the large, leatherbound chair. He took a long, slow breath, letting his eyes shut as he tried to clear his mind with meditation. He was just in danger of succeeding when a knock came at the door. 

He let out a sigh and announced that the door was open. The walls of the cottage prevented his aura senses from perceiving who it was. The door cracked open and Estella Warnock poked her head in. The pink-haired celestine looked around appreciatively before stepping fully into the room. 

“Nice,” she said. “Dark wood, that dusty, dry smell of a good library. Makes you think of a grandad that’s still just a little bit sexy, you know?”

“I didn’t realise you were interested in older men. Or men.”

“I’m interested in people. If you understand what they want, you know where the levers are.”

She stepped further into the room, still looking around. 

“Mine and Lindy’s room looks like someone vomited gold all over it. I think Helsveth decided to give Lindy all the valuables before she started nicking stuff.”

“I didn’t think Lindy did that anymore.”

“You never know when someone will fall into old habits.”

“What brings you by, Stella?”

“Boredom. Clive and Lindy are all excited about figuring out how this magic room situation works. I’m more about how people work, you know? Speaking of which, what’s got you all manly and brooding?”

Neil looked up at her. 

“Do you really want to know?”

Estella looked at him for a long moment before claiming one of the two smaller chairs across the desk from Neil. The usual look of sly amusement slipped from her face. 

“I really want to know,” she said.

“I’m distracted. We barely spent any time back on Pallimustus, but it affected me more than I was expecting.”

“Homesick?”

“No, not that. I’m a priest of the Healer, and I hadn’t felt the touch of my god for a decade. Over the years, as I grew stronger, I’d become used to sensing Healer’s presence. Not an active thing, more like a comforting hand on my shoulder. After so many years away, it was strange to feel that sensation come back. And now it’s gone again.”

“You miss that connection?”

“That’s what troubles me: I’m not sure. I don’t have any divine essences or awakening stones. My power is my own, but I’ve always felt a closeness to Healer in purpose. I’m a healer, and he is healing itself. His touch, his guidance, always reaffirmed that I was on the right path. But without that constant connection, the things I’ve seen over the years played on my mind. Healer wants to heal. It’s what he does. All he does. Injury, disease, wounds of the mind. Being a remedy to suffering is everything he is.”

“That all sounds good.”

“And it is. But the more we deal with gods and great astral beings, the more I understand that they aren’t like us. They don’t think like us. Fulfil their desires like us. The things they care about, and the way they care about them is alien to we mere mortals.”

“You’re afraid Healer doesn’t care about people?”

“I know that Healer cares about people. I’ve felt that care, in my soul. But as I grow stronger, I understand the way he cares better than when I was young. He is healing itself, and that’s what he cares about. Healing, and just that. And to heal people…”

“They have to have been hurt in the first place.”

Neil nodded. 

“Yes. He isn’t going out and trying to get people hurt, but he isn’t trying to stop it, either. I am. As an adventurer, my life is protecting people, but there’s a whole other god for that.”

“You’re looking to convert?”

“Not at all. Protection does care about shielding people from harm, but once the harm is done, so is he. He doesn’t care about healing them.”

“Isn’t that the whole idea? Protector protects, Healer heals. When you take all the gods into account, they cover everything.”

“That’s the idea, but it isn’t working. Disguise and Purity going rogue is one thing, but even when gods are following their purpose, things are falling through the cracks. When I was young, in my hometown, the Church of the Healer was full of corruption.”

“I’ve heard that can happen in rural areas. Overcharging for healing, peddling influence.”

“The Healer could stop it, but he doesn’t. He allows the rot to set in, only stepping in once the church has suffered enough that it needs healing itself. And the people who get hurt in the meantime? Well, now they need healing too. Healer doesn’t care about stopping the harm in the first place, only remedying it. And it’s not going to change. The God of Integrity isn’t going to step in and interfere with another god’s church.”

As he worked himself up, Neil had crept forward on his chair until he was on the edge of his seat, gesticulating intensely. After venting his frustration, he fell back and let out a sigh. 

“I understand why the diamond-rankers are looking to make things change,” he continued, the intensity in his voice turned to weariness. “I’m not entirely sure I don’t want to stand with them, but I’d rather stand with my god. I just don’t know if I can anymore.”

Estella rubbed a hand over her forehead, not rushing to answer. 

“I’ve never had faith,” she told him. “Not in gods, not in people. My grandfather was it for me, the only person I trusted. It’s not easy being with you lot, you know. All this camaraderie and such, it doesn’t come naturally to me. There is so must trust in this group. You have faith in each other, even knowing that any of you can go right off in the wrong direction. Humphrey, not so much, but Jason? Lindy? Just so you know, the faith you all put in her, she finds terrifying. She knows better than anyone how easily she goes crashing off the rails.”

“Are you suggesting that we shouldn’t trust each other? Or anyone?”

“No. I’m saying that trust needs to go both ways or it’s just stupidity. Jason and Lindy don’t just trust you to do what’s right; they trust you to stop them from doing what’s wrong. Gods are gods. They have their thing and they do it. But churches are people, and maybe that’s the point. What is the role of a god’s most powerful worshippers if not to make the church what it needs to be? To build something that can be the intermediary between what a god is and what people need from it. You saw those Knowledge diamond-rankers, right? I think maybe that’s what happens when a god’s most powerful followers let their god be their guiding star, even when that star begins to fall. I didn’t get the impression that they raised any questions about what Knowledge is doing. What do you think that did to her church? To the people who worship and rely on her?”

“Gabrielle,” Neil said grimly. 

They had both been there as the faith around which she had based her entire life came crashing down. It had been an ugly and pitiable thing. 

“I don’t know that I’m as confident as Jason is about you all reaching diamond-rank,” Estella said, “but if you do, you’re going to be a very important figure. Maybe instead of hoping your god will find a way to be something he’s not, you help the church to become something everyone needs. The people, the church, and your god as well. Trust has to go both ways to be worthwhile. Instead of just letting your god be there for you, maybe you try being there for him.”

Neil sat back in his chair, thinking over Estella’s words.

“I’m honestly surprised,” he told her. “I never knew that you had this kind of wisdom.”

“Well, that’s pretty rude.”

“Sorry. It’s just… it’s my failing. I should get to know you better. Should have done, a long time ago. I apologise for that.”

“I get it. Most people make decisions about one another straight away, and first impressions can be hard to shake.”

“At the risk of being rude again, might I ask where that insight came from? You’ve obviously given this some thought. What are the experiences that led you to that?”

Estella gave Neil an assessing look from under raised eyebrows. 

“Sure, why not. I’ve spent most of my life spying on people, and people with power of one kind or another are the only ones worth spying on. Aristocrats, merchant barons, priests, crime lords. Adventurers. Whatever form it takes, power does things to people, and I’ve seen that, time and again. Some, power turns into real pieces of work. Every flavour of not giving a damn about anyone and thinking they can do and take what they like.”

“Yes, I know the type.”

“Others might have good intentions, but it’s easy to get lulled into a life of luxury and forget the principles you started off with. They stop seeing the people who have it worse than they do. And there are also some who have power and, astonishingly, use it well. They make things better for others. They listen to the people around them, and keep people around them worth listening to. I’m not like Jason; I don’t want to burn it all down. I don’t care as much as he does, but I know that extreme changes always come with a price, and it’s rarely any of the powerful who pay it. I’d just like to see the ones in charge of stuff maybe be a little less crappy to people. That would be nice, and you could do that. You have a chance to shape one of the most important churches of Pallimustus. Maybe even influence the god himself. Just don’t screw it up and make things a lot worse.”

“That’s comforting. But I can’t influence anything now. We’re flying through a cosmic void to who-knows-where, until who-knows-when.”

Estella shook her head and got up from her chair. 

“The church of the Healer has been around for a while, Neil. I’m pretty sure it’ll still be there when you get back.”

*** 

Estella closed the door to the study, leaving Neil to his thoughts. It had barely clicked shut before gold light spilled from under the door. 

“There you are,” Belinda said, and Estella turned to look at her wife. Belinda was with Sophie and Humphrey. 

“Food time,” Belinda said. 

“It looks like we should leave Neil be,” Humphrey said, looking at the light shining from under the door. “What were you doing in there?”

“My womanly duties,” Estella said, earning raised eyebrows from the trio.

“Um, what?” Humphrey asked.

“I was explaining something which seemed obvious to me to a man so that he could advance in his personal journey, in the course of which he realised that I had a greater depth than his superficial perspective of me, the revelation of which he also took as a path for his personal growth.”

“Uh…” Humphrey said as Sophie and Belinda nodded in understanding. He looked at the other two women. 

“You didn’t do that to me, did you?” he asked Sophie, his shoulders bunched and tense. 

“Of course not,” Sophie told him, patting him in the shoulder as he relaxed. “Lindy did it.”

“What?”


Chapter 1027 

A Place Within the Cosmic Order 

 

Jason’s true form, his actual body and soul, was his astral kingdom. A pocket universe the size of a solar system, it had a sun and several planets whose habitability varied by occupant. The vampire prison planet had a perpetual atmospheric gloom that filtered the sunlight, excising the magic that sapped their powers and warped their minds. By contrast, the planet for the messenger prisoners of war had wide open skies, a place of soaring mountains and floating sky islands. 

For the main planet, Jason had sought to create a paradise in every climate. Winter wonderlands at the poles. Archipelagos set in cerulean tropical waters. There were currently two cities on the planet, one occupied and one not. New Water was an oasis containing the former population of Boko, a city of scholars and poets from Pallimustus. Jason had given them a new home after an attempt on his life had led to the city’s destruction. 

The sprawling city of Arbour was in a temperate goldilocks zone, with seasons that shifted noticeably through the year without ever reaching extremes. The nearby mountains were capped with snow in the cool, pleasant winters. The lake to the north was perfect for quenching the summer heat. Spring was vibrant and filled with new life while the pleasant breezes of autumn stirred golden, falling leaves. 

Arbour was dominated by the towering trees for which it and the spirit it embodied were named. Its terrain was vast, primal and grand. A mountain range bordered it to the west, shielding it from the sharp winds blowing in off the ocean. The valleys and hills were rich with life, plants and animals both. A majestic waterfall fed a river running through a tree-lined gorge containing manor homes, waiting for occupants. At the heart of the city, trees towered like skyscrapers. Even so, one central tree reached heights beyond even them, yet the light passed through its branches to reach the canopy below. 

A literal living city, buildings grew right out of the tree trunks, linked by a network of skywalks that ranged from broad and rigid thoroughfares to swaying rope bridges. Other buildings rose from the earth, made of stone and rammed earth. 

Beneath those buildings, tunnels wound through the roots of the trees, lit with phosphorescent moss. A system of passages moving through earth and stone, it rivalled the streets above. Those streets meandered under the tree canopy, dappled light dancing across hard-packed ground. 

The city currently had only one permanent resident, and that was Farrah. Uncertain of what would happen to his astral kingdom when he was sealed away from it, Jason placed her in charge of holding things together. After Jason, she had the strongest connection to it, alongside the living tree city. Having accepted that responsibility, however, she found herself at a loss. Sealed away from the entire cosmos, she was unsure how to spend her days. She found herself wandering along a street that was more like a wide forest path. 

Her only companion was the spirit of the city itself. With its own soul that had taken root inside of Jason’s, the city could reshape and regrow itself at will. It had done so repeatedly over the years, despite a lack of occupants. Sometimes it was more forest than city, while at others times, more constructed and urban. The ability to remake itself would be useful for the population, once it had one. For now, the city was filled with what looked like seed pods. Growing from trees or pushing up out of the ground, they ranged from the size of a refrigerator to the size of a school bus. 

As Farrah wandered, feeling something like a loose end, she did not do so alone. While the city was the true body of Arbour, it could, like Jason, create avatars that were more useful for dealing with people. Often that avatar took the shape of an elf with earthy skin and green hair, but today Arbour was feeling more primal. Farrah’s walking companion was a humanoid figure made of chunks of wood and loose branches, bound together with vines. 

Farrah looked up at an especially large pod, dangling from a tree branch that looked thick, but perhaps not strong enough to hold the pod’s weight.

“Is that thing about to fall?” she asked.

“It will remain as it is, until it is ready,” the vine-wood avatar said, its voice raspy and deep. 

“Which will be when?”

“I am the vessel through which these pods grow, but it is not my power that feeds them. My roots lie within Jason Asano’s soil, and as he grows, my potential awakens.”

“I’ve noticed a lot more pods lately. Does that mean he’s getting stronger?”

“It is not a matter of strength. There is what amounts to limitless power here. The trick is refining that power, an area in which Asano grows as his mortal aspect grows closer to that which is already transcendent. As my roots lie within his soil, so does my potential grow in kind.”

“So, ‘yes’ is what you’re saying.”

Farrah wasn’t sure how she read amusement on the unmoving wooden face as it turned just enough to give her side eye. 

“I am,” Arbour said.

“How long until they hatch? Is that the right word?”

“The pods will not open until the power creating them undertakes a fundamental advancement in how it is refined. Only then will I be able to make them fully ready.”

“Meaning that Jason needs to reach diamond rank.”

“Yes. How much do you know about the transition to diamond-rank?”

“Not a lot. I get the impression that you know more.”

“While I have followed a rather twisted path, my origins are found in the birthing trees of the messengers. The nature of such trees is to produce creatures with an innate ability to achieve transcendence. To become astral kings. Because I retain much of that nature, I have an intrinsic understanding of power thresholds.”

“Does that mean you can help me reach diamond-rank?”

“Jason Asano has asked me to do so. You have long since passed the threshold of gold-rank, so you understand the change in advancement from traditional training and combat to self-exploration and understanding. From being shaped by the world to shaping yourself. From the outer progress to the inner.”

“Uh, yeah, I guess.”

“The oddity of achieving diamond-rank is that the key is looking beyond the rank itself, to the greater cosmos.”

“To transcendent rank?”

“Not quite. For gold-rank you must turn your gaze inward. For diamond, you must turn it outward again. Not just to the immediate future, but the ultimate future. Transcendent is the threshold between mortal and immortal, but diamond is the first step on that path. To achieve it you must look beyond it. The beginning of the infinite road is to look at infinity itself.”

“So, gold-rank is an ending and diamond is a new start?”

“Yes and no. Gold-rank is the foundation. The completion of a road to build a self that is sufficiently robust to endure what comes next.”

“Which is?”

“Taking a place within the scope of all that is. Positioning yourself in the wider cosmos. Crossing the threshold into diamond is a tentative, tiny step, but an immensely profound one, for it is a step towards the infinite.”

“And how do I take that step?”

“It begins with a glimpse into the fullness of the cosmos. You cannot comprehend the true scope, as that would destroy your mind, but it is possible to gain some sense of it. An inkling of what it is you are stepping into.”

“How do I get this glimpse?”

“In that, you are fortunate. This realm has places from which the broader cosmos can be looked upon. When you take that look, your reaction is what will determine the next step. For some, they feel overwhelmed. A glimpse of infinite vastness fills them with terror. For others, they feel irrelevant. So small that even their sense of self becomes meaningless. To move forward, one must reach equanimity. That does not mean peace, but instead taking a place within the cosmic order.”

“You’re saying that I have to find my place in the cosmos.”

“Not find. Make. There is no place set out for you, awaiting your arrival. You must forge it, with your own hands.”

“It feels like Jason has had a place set out for him.”

“His path is both easier and harder than the norm. Places have been set out for him, but if he simply takes them, he will be an empty shell. A puppet exploited by those who would use him. Have been using him already. He knows this now, and he is not happy about it.”

Farrah chuckled. 

“No, he is not.”

“Jason can use what has been provided, but he must break it down and rebuilt it, making it his own. If one does not climb for themselves, they will never reach the top.”

“I don’t think that will be a problem,” Farrah said with casual confidence. “From the beginning he’s been taking stuff the great astral beings give him and breaking it.”

She gestured at the space around them. 

“That’s how we got this place. It’s why you’re here, when the rest of us wanted to kill you in that transformation zone.”

“I have not known him for as long as you, but we are both connected to his soul in our own ways. Your role is to challenge him. Defy him. To be his boundary when no one else can hold him back. Mine is to enrich this place, and through it, myself. We know him in different ways, but I believe we both understand that disruption and defiance sit at the core of his nature.”

“No kidding.”

“That nature serves him well.”

Arbour gestured at the pods growing from the trees and earth. 

“This sudden burst of growth represents fresh progress along his path. He has made a decision, a vow that will echo through the rest of his existence.”

Farrah let out a groan. 

“What did he do?”

“He has declared his intention to slay a god outright. Not defeat, not sanction. Kill.”

Farrah hung her head. 

“Of course he has. He doesn’t even care that it’s impossible, does he?”

“He does not, and his determination has resonated through his entire being. His pursuit of this quest will define who he is within himself, as well as within the cosmos. If you and his other companions wish to keep up, you will need guidance.”

*** 

Clive, Belinda and Sophie shoved against each other to peer out of a small cottage window. Outside, in the garden, was Helsveth, their host. After taking the dimension ship across the astral, they had entered some universe and been immediately approached by what Helsveth had told them was a space vessel. Not a dimension ship but a craft designed to move between planets and galaxies within a single universe. 

The ship looked something like a fat metal spider. A metal tunnel had emerged from its side to reach the bubble around the garden cottage, and two people walked out of it to enter the garden. They wore dark blue uniforms trimmed with gold, and were both celestines. 

“That ship looks like it’s from the movies where the big egg shoots planets,” Sophie said. 

“That’s how you describe one of the major cultural touchstones of Earth?” Belinda asked. “I can’t believe you don’t know the Trek War movies better.”

“That doesn’t sound right,” Clive said.

“Hush, you,” Belinda told him.

“The magitech driving that thing must be incredible,” Clive said. “Travis would love it.”

He frowned thinking of the people who had returned to Pallimustus. Sophie glanced at him and slung an arm around his shoulder. 

“You could have brought Lorelei with us,” she told him.

“No. She wanted to manage things back at the Magic Research Institute. We’ve been away for a decade, and we don’t want corruption seeping in the way it has with the Magic Society. Especially when things are going to be so contentious on Pallimustus. Diamond-rankers and gods in conflict. For all we know, Knowledge has been using our absence to exploit the Institute against Earth somehow.”

“Like how?” Belinda asked.

“Well, the Institute is the foremost arena for magitech research on Pallimustus, largely because of Travis Noble. It wouldn’t be hard for the goddess of Knowledge to convince a bunch of magic researchers to work on weapons that she might be preparing to use on Earth as we speak.”

“You think Lorelei will be okay?” Sophie asked. 

“She’ll be fine,” Clive said. “If she can put up with all your jokes about my imaginary wife, she can put up with one rogue goddess with other things to worry about.”

“Oh, Clive,” Belinda said, patting him on the back. “You’re not imagining Lorelei, we’ve all seen her. Let’s just hope your last wife hasn’t.”

Clive let out a low grumble. 

“Is it too late to switch sides and join the Church of Knowledge?”

“Hey, they’re leaving,” Sophie said. The trio watched the two visitors return to their ship, the surface of the dome rippling like pond water as they passed through. Helsveth turned to stare at the window and the three observers scrambled away from it, doing a poor job of looking nonchalant as Helsveth came inside. 

“Are you finally going to tell us where we’re going?” Belinda asked.

Helsveth was a striking draconian woman with scales of gold and red. She loomed over Belinda. Literally looking down her nose at the smaller woman. 

“We have just passed the dimensional security checks for entry into the Star Cage Galactic Imperium.”

“That doesn’t sound ominous at all,” Neil said as he and the rest of the group joined them in the main room of the cottage. 

“I suggest you go out into the garden,” Helsveth told them. “For people who have lived their lives cloistered away in backwards universes, it should be quite a sight.”

“Rude,” Belinda said, but was the first one out the door.

Team Biscuit gathered in the garden, lined up as they looked out through the bubble. Helsveth followed and stood behind them. 

“It just looks like regular space,” Neil said. “All the stars are pretty, don’t get me wrong, but nothing we haven’t seen before. It’s basically a fancy night sky.”

Helsveth held up her hand and made a turning gesture. The entire dimension ship pivoted, bring a blazing sight into view. The bubble surrounding the ship darkened to dim the light from what turned out to be a startling close sun. Despite the proximity, they felt none of the heat. Even with the dome made dark, the strength of the sun’s light allowed them to see a strange construction that wrapped all the way around the star. Spreading out like spokes on a wheel, something had been built around the vast stellar object.  

Clive dashed up to the bubble, almost to the point of shoving his face through it. He stared at the humungous construction like a little boy at his first parade. 

“Is that a city built around the sun?”

“There are many like this within the empire,” Helsveth explained. “It is from these that the Star Cage Galactic Imperium takes its name.”

“This is amazing. Are they drawing energy from the sun to power the city?”

“Yes,” Helsveth said. “As you might imagine, sun gods are even more important figures than normal within the imperium.”

“Let’s maybe not go getting involved with any more gods,” Lindy said.

“Good idea,” Humphrey said. “This is all very impressive, but why are we here?”

“You don’t sound very impressed,” Sophie said. “That’s a city wrapped around a sun. There’s probably more people down there than on our entire world. If not that, what does it take to impress you?”

“You impress me.”

She grinned and wrapped her arms around his neck. 

“Good answer. You’re getting better at this.”

“There are good incentives,” he replied, not trying too hard to mask a smug grin. 

As she pulled him in for a kiss, Neil rolled his eyes and Rufus let out a sigh. 

“I miss Hanson,” Rufus muttered.

“The band?” Neil asked.

“No, my boyfriend.”

“Oh, the TV doctor.”

“He’s a real doctor.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes!”

“I’m pretty sure Jason said he was on TV. Something about playing a character named Dr Handsome Doctor?”

“I can’t believe that, out of all the times Jason died,” Rufus said, “none of us were responsible for any of them.”

“You’d think we’d have gotten one in,” Neil said, nodding his agreement.

Helsveth watched the group in mild disbelief. 

“I’ve brought you to a place that, even on a cosmic scale, is one of the most impressive sights that can ever be seen, and you’re all standing around talking about nonsense.”

“Welcome to Team Biscuit,” said a caterpillar munching on one of the garden’s leaves. It turned into a robin and flew over to land on Clive’s head.

The team gathered near the edge of the garden to look out at the city together. It was a magnificent thing of dark blue glass and white ceramic. The space above it was filled with vessels, from large ships like the one that had approached them to smaller flying cars. 

“Handling all the heat must be quite a task,” Clive observed. 

“I bet they draw it all in, shielding the city and using it to power stuff,” Belinda said. “Look at those pillars sticking right out of the sun’s surface. I bet they’re some kind of astral accumulator, converting power from the sun to draw and refine magic out of the astral. An advance version of the storm accumulators in the Storm kingdom.”

“This is quite a view,” Estella said and Belinda slipped an arm around her waist.

“Aren’t you glad you decided to sign on with us?” Belinda asked.

“There are perks,” Stella conceded.

“I still don’t know why we’re here,” Humphrey said. “Is this where the goddess sent Jason?”

“No,” Helsveth said. “Jason is, or soon will be, cut off from almost everyone who could help him. This is where you become strong enough to stand with him once he’s free.”

“A training ground?” Rufus asked. “Why here?”

“Because this is where your trainer lives,” Helsveth told him, gesturing to a point out beyond the bubble. 

The team’s gaze followed where she was pointing and spotted a small, fiery shape. Hard to spot against the backdrop of the burning sun, as it drew closer they could better make out its shape. It was a spider made of fire, with a pair of flaming wings on its back. 

As it neared the dome of the dimension ship, the spider transformed into a woman with pale skin, a dark yellow sun dress and blazing fire rising up from her head in place of hair. She floated through the bubble as the team stepped back to make room. As her sandalled feet alighted on the ground, the fire turned into hair and spilled down around her, reaching down to her waist. 

“It’s good to see you all again,” Dawn told them. “Welcome to my home.”


Chapter 1028 

Children Need Boundaries 

The dimension ship that ferried the army of energy vampires away from Pallimustus was large. It was a freight barge compared to the smaller and more luxurious private jet that Umber had used to move Jason. The magic used for the final step, passage into the corrupted afterlife realm, was likewise different. Jason had been moved by a small, hand-crafted ritual circle. In the bowels of the larger ship, in an empty cargo hold, a tall archway had been put in place. 

The arch was made of thick, dark stone, with intricate ritual engraving carved over every surface. Set into the engravings was a very slightly less-dark stone. A long queue of energy vampires were shuffled into the hold and through the arch, where they vanished immediately. Looking on were Umber, who had arrived from his own vessel, and Thadwick Mercer. 

“I cannot guarantee that the energy vampires will obey me,” Thadwick said. “My people will follow me, but your Order of the Reaper vampires have their own hierarchy, and I’m not in it. You have taught me how to convert regular vampires to energy vampires, but I did not sire the Order vampires in the first place. I have no means to command them should they decline to listen to me.”

“You are closing in on diamond-rank, while they are all silver or gold,” Umber said. “If you cannot control them, the failing is yours.”

“I acknowledge the point, but does it matter where the blame lies? Failure is failure, regardless of who is responsible. If your influence doesn’t extend to within the realm, then you must establish your authority to the point that they continue to obey, even when your power cannot reach them.”

“If I left sires amongst them who had created the others, you would represent a challenge to their supremacy, and they to your command. They understand that they are there to hunt Asano, and the consequences of straying from the path.”

“Even if they remain focused, what do you hope to accomplish? Many of these people are silver-rankers. How much can they be expected to achieve?”

“Every fishing trip requires bait. I would hope I do not have to explain to a vampire the nature of the hunt.”

“And if they all decide to pursue their own interests instead of yours?”

“I have made clear to the vampires that, in this place, they are the only ones with the power to die. Everything else, Asano included, will come back no matter how many times you put it down. What state it comes back in is a more open question. They know that the only way out of that place is through me, and only if they hold Asano for long enough. That if he finds a way out before your planet’s little goddess has finished her schemes, l will leave the vampires where they are. They will never be returned to your world.”

“What of me and my people?”

“Regardless of outcome, you will be taken back to Pallimustus, as per our agreement. So long as that outcome involves you still being alive. It’s my Order of the Reaper vampires who will be abandoned. Shipping them all one way was bad enough. I had to call in favours to get a vessel that would hold them all, and I’m not doing it again.”

“You’re going to leave them, even if they succeed?”

“Things will go more smoothly if you don’t tell them, but what do you expect me to do? Send an army of energy vampires back to Pallimustus? I may be above the concerns of most mortals, but that would garner the attention of people I would prefer pay me no attention.”

“So, you’re lying about taking them back once you’re done with them.”

“I am.”

“You just told me that I’d be taken back once we’d done what you needed.”

“So?”

“So, it doesn’t fill me with confidence that you’re lying about ever letting the energy vampires out, given that I am one of the energy vampires going in.”

“Oh. Yes, I can see how that would be the case, but I can assure you that you will be brought back.”

“Did you assure them as well?”

“I don’t think that ‘assured’ is the right word. ‘Implied,’ I will acknowledge. I might even go as far as ‘suggested,’ but to say that I made any kind of—”

“You promised them didn’t you.”

“Well, yes, but you’re different.”

Thadwick gave Umber a harsh side glance. 

“It’s not like I have a choice. I’ve never seen contract magic that powerful before. Do you really believe that we have any kind of chance against Asano?”

“The energy vampires converted by you might not share your ability to turn other vampires, but they share your other advantages. Enough of you working in concert will be enough to give Asano a surprise.”

“I’m not so sure. Asano is famous for the strength of his aura.”

“And that would be a concern if he had it, but he does not. That isn’t Asano himself in there, but an avatar, sealed off from his astral kingdom. That means the avatar cannot call on the power of Asano’s soul. The aura it produces will technically be artificial, and certainly not as strong as usual. His expertise in aura manipulation will remain, but his strength will be quite average for his rank.”

“He’s close to diamond-rank. Like me.”

“Not close enough. Numbers will overcome.”

“And if they don’t?”

“Then you will need to work harder. Get creative. You’re the leader, Thadwick Mercer. Finding solutions to challenges as they appear is your job.”

*** 

Thadwick was the last vampire through the arch. Shortly thereafter, it crumbled to dust. Copies of Umber’s body emerged from the shadows to clean up the pile. Umber then moved to the observation lounge where someone was waiting for him. A man stood in front of the large window, looking out at a white dimension ship. Much smaller than the cumbersome one to which it was docked, it was connected via an airlock tube. 

“Lord Velius,” Umber greeted. “Have you come to make sure Father’s will is carried out? I can assure you that everything is going to plan.”

The Prime Vessel of the Reaper turned to face the Reaper’s offspring.

“That’s what worries me. You underestimate Jason Asano. I came to make sure that you placed him into the corrupted realm.”

“I think you overestimate Asano. He can be confounding, but it is done, he’s there. I find myself resentful of your lack of faith in me.”

“You would not have accomplished this without the Reaper’s aid.”

“And I am grateful, but the challenges were with the realm, not with Asano. Perhaps you can help me understand what makes him so special? Enough that my brother would give up everything to side with him forever.”

“It’s not about Asano. Not really. It’s about you, Umber.”

“Me?”

“How long have you been trying to show Shade the error of his ways? He has been trying to show you the error of yours for just as long.”

“By what? Letting me suborn his summoners and trap him time and again across the eons?”

“You are not foolish enough to think that he has allowed that cycle to continue without purpose.”

“What purpose? He thinks I’ll suddenly realise that I was wrong the whole time?”

“Not suddenly, but yes.”

“Then what changed? Why turn his back on our father?”

“Your methods have grown indiscriminate. You no longer care who you hurt along the way. Turning his summoners again him was one thing, but convincing his summoner to let you use soul engineering on him? To be turned into a tool that let you create what Thadwick Mercer has become? It was a step too far.”

“That has nothing to do with Jason Asano. Shade sanctioned himself in response to father’s actions against Asano while fighting over the Cosmic Throne. Why would he go that far, for him? How many summoners has Shade had that were far more impressive?”

“Many, but this was not truly about Asano. Shade was moving long before that.”

“What do you mean?”

“How many times did you suborn his summoners? Create rifts, or have them turn on him outright? Shade was willing to endure betrayal, but turning one of their souls into a crafting material was the last straw. He needed a summoner beyond your ability to corrupt, and to make you understand that he would never return to the Reaper’s feet. Even if that meant stepping away from the Reaper for ever.”

“And Asano is this special, incorruptible boy?”

“No, but Shade needed something different. His previous summoners were exceptional, paragons, yet you turned so many against him. When a potter needs to make a masterpiece, he doesn’t reach for a finished work. He finds fresh clay with the potential to become what he needs it to be, once enough work has been put in. Asano was far from perfect. On the contrary, he was deeply flawed, but perfection is not where a masterwork is formed. The flaws and idiosyncrasies of the base material must be worked around. Drawn out and turned from blemishes to features. Asano was someone that Shade could guide. Shape into a person beyond your ability to ruin. A companion worth standing alongside forever. This is why he had the Reaper place them together.”

“You’re suggesting that Shade was planning to turn away from father long before Asano came along.”

“That’s what you never understood, Umber: your brother never turned his back on the Reaper. He always respected your progenitor and his principles. Even now, that hasn’t changed. There simply comes a time when one must put away childish things, and become their own person.”

“The Reaper doesn’t see it that way.”

“Is that so?” Velius asked lightly.

“He was furious at what Shade did.”

“In the moment, while embodied in a mortal form, certainly. We mortals are quick to anger, but the Reaper regained perspective after leaving the mortal box Asano put him in.”

“If Father is not angry, why is he helping me do this to Shade and Asano?”

“Because they have a chance to do what the Reaper itself cannot.”

“And what is that?”

“It doesn’t matter. There was a chance to act through you and the Reaper took it.”

“You’re wrong. Father has finally realised how far Shade has wandered from the fold. That I was right all along and that Shade must be brought into line.”

“Shade was never out of line. He walked his own path, but it always moved in the same direction as the Reaper’s.”

“Will that be the case now? Father has helped me lock Asano away at a time that is very important to Asano. It wouldn’t have been possible without Father’s help. Do you think my brother’s summoner will be happy about that?”

“He will not, but he will do what the Reaper wants.”

“Are you sure you’re not underestimating him now? We speak of a man who is in this situation because he’s defying a god. Has defied my father before. Why would he do what the Reaper wants now?”

“Because it’s the right thing to do. He will extract a price, but he will do it. Not just because he must, but because it’s right. It is one of the few areas in which Jason Asano is utterly predictable.”

“And what is it that Father wants?”

“It doesn’t matter. You have what you wanted.”

“I AM NOT A PAWN!”

“No, Umber, you are not. You’re a child, and children need boundaries. Then, when they are ready, they are allowed to make their own way. That is the difference between you and your brother: he grew up.”

“I am so much older than you that your entire life is a rounding error. You call me a child?”

“Being an adult is not about age, Umber. It is about taking responsibility for yourself and your actions. There are civilisations younger than you that understand this, yet you still cannot.”

Umber’s bodies emerged from the shadows to surround Velius. 

“You should watch your words, servant. You have no idea of what I can do.”

Velius looked around himself like a daycare worker looking at children refusing to lie down for nap time. 

“It’s true, I am a servant. Of your father. Do I need to call him?”

All but one of the shadow bodies vanished into the dark crevices of the room. 

“No,” Umber said, his remaining body starting at Velius with burning orange eyes. “You don’t.”

“That’s what I thought. I’m going to go, now that I’ve confirmed that you have things well in hand. Goodbye, Umber. Try not to cause too much trouble.”

*** 

Jason stumbled as his consciousness returned but managed to keep his feet. He had become used to dimensional travel over the years, but getting shoved into a corrupted afterlife was a rough ride. He looked around what appeared to be a desolate moor, a bleak grey sky overhead. A biting wind blew over tough grass and low-growing flowers with muted colours. 

In the distance stood a castle that had seen better days, with much of the brickwork crumbling away. It was dwarfed by an edifice that loomed much larger, despite being farther away. A monolithic tower, it was far broader and immeasurably taller than the castle, rising into the sky at a slight angle to where its upper reaches were hidden in the clouds. 

“What is that?” Jason asked as Shade emerged from his shadow. 

“I believe, Mr Asano, that it is a sword.”


Chapter 1029 

They Don’t Look Dead

With the first chance to truly flex his perception after having his astral kingdom sealed, Jason expanded his magic and aura senses. Immediately, a frown creased his forehead.  

“The range and clarity of my perception have been crippled.”

“Your avatar is sealed away from your soul, Mr Asano, forcing it to produce an artificial aura, like a magic item. I submit, however, that ‘crippled’ is an exaggeration. Your aura strength, and with it your perception, is diminished, but your new limits are typical for an essence user at your level of progression.”

“Only because I have Gordon’s ability to boost my aura strength. It’s not something I’ve much needed in the past.”

“Then, instead of complaining, perhaps you should simply be grateful for his help?”

Jason let out a sigh. 

“Yeah,” he conceded. “I’m not used to being behind the curve with my aura.”

“Adversity is an opportunity to build strength, Mr Asano.”

“That’s true. I really shouldn’t complain when I can still extend my perception for kilometres. Not that there’s much to sense.”

Grey clouds hung low in the sky, heavy with the promise of rain. Uneven ground was covered in scrabbly grass, muted green fading to straw yellow. Rocks poked reluctantly from the ground here and there, and there were scattered patches of wildflowers in washed-out purple. 

“This place is strange,” Jason observed. “Colin, what do you think?”

Jason held out his hand and blood sprayed from his palm. It was a shot of bright red against the paleness of the world around them, as if the realm itself had been leached of colour. The blood coalesced into Colin, the familiar taking his blood clone form. 

“I don’t like it,” Colin said, looking around with his face bunched up in distaste. “We’re the only living things here.”

“That’s what I’m saying,” Jason agreed. “Normally, any place is full of life, even when you can’t see it. Birds, insects, adorable little creatures, hiding in burrows. There’s none of that here. Even the plants don’t register as alive to my senses.”

Gordon manifested out of the air. 

“This is not a place of life,” he said, his angelic chorus of a voice emitting from the orbs floating around him. 

“He is correct,” Shade said. “This was ever a place of repose for those whose ending has come and gone.”

Jason looked over to the crumbling castle in the distance, and beyond it to the impossibly huge sword jutting from the ground. The open ground made for long sightlines and both were beyond the reach of Jason’s senses.

“We do have signs of occupancy,” Jason said. “Not recent occupancy, from the looks of it, but should we take a peek? Maybe figure out what we’re dealing with?”

“I don’t like this place,” Colin said again and grabbed Jason’s hand. His body melted into blood and seeped through Jason’s skin, being comically sucked up as if by a vacuum cleaner. Once it was done, Jason set out, flanked by Shade and Gordon. 

“What do you think we’re in for?” Jason asked.

“This is a place of death,” Shade said. “We are all familiar with what happens when death is corrupted.”

“You think we’ll run into undead?”

“Yes, although in what form I cannot say. I would have anticipated the more ephemeral varieties, such as wraiths and spectres, but the castle and sword suggest that things will not be so simple and obvious.”

“Yeah, that’s what I think when I hear ‘wraiths and spectres.’ Simple and obvious.”

“Would you like me to scout ahead, Mr Asano?”

“No, until we know what we’re dealing with, let’s stick together. I know you can afford to lose a body or two, but who knows what strange abilities the things here might have. I don’t want them using one of your bodies as a conduit to hurt you when I’m too far away to help.”

*** 

Rather than hasten across the moor, Jason took his time. He moved oddly, shuffling to one side and then the other, or doing what looked like an awkward little dance. 

“I didn’t realise how much I had been unconsciously using my aura,” he said. “Even just moving my body normally, I’ve been shifting myself around, adjusting how much pressure my weight applies to what I’m standing on. How much do you think I weigh, now?”

“Around three-to-four-hundred kilograms is normal for a gold-ranker,” Shade said. “A little more for larger individuals, or those with enhanced physical strength like Mr Geller and Miss Farrah. But remember that all high-ranking essence users can levitate themselves, even without aura-based telekinesis like yours. Managing weight is not the problem, however. Managing strength is. Even with being that heavy, every gold-ranker’s strength-to-weight ratio is sorely out of balance and you must all learn to adapt. Your ability to move objects with your aura has become an advantage so ingrained that you don’t even realise that you’re doing it.”

“I guess monsters have an edge there, with most being much heavier than essence users. Is that why they tend to get bigger with rank?”

“A question better saved for Mr Standish, as I have never conducted an in-depth study of monster physiology. I can tell you that messengers approach this issue in the same fashion as you, heavily employing their auras to regulate the motion of their bodies. It is what makes them such powerful physical combatants. Essence users compensate with a combination of powers and technique, with varying levels of success. Resolving the issue directly with telekinesis or a similar effect has fewer drawbacks than most.”

“And now I have to actively relearn a behaviour I’ve been building up unconsciously for decades.”

“And through learning we grow, Mr Asano. Adversity is—”

“—an opportunity for strength, I know. I love a good training montage as much as the next guy, Shade, but we’ve kind of got some stuff going on.”

He stopped short, refocusing his attention on the castle still more than a dozen kilometres away. 

“Okay, I sense the undead.”

“Are you able to determine what manner of undead they are?” Shade asked. 

“Numerous,” Jason replied. “That’s what kind of undead they are. That castle is bursting at the seams.”

“Do you believe they noticed your senses reaching out to them?”

The walls of the castle were suddenly painted with bodies that crawled out of windows, over parapets and out of holes in the crumbling structure. Pouring out like water from a spring, they flowed in the direction of Jason and his familiars. 

“Yes,” Jason said. “I think they noticed.”

*** 

As they grew close enough to make out, it became clear that the approaching undead were not uniform in nature. The largest contingent looked like zombies, skeletons or something in between, but these were not mindless shamblers. They sprinted forward with ravening fury, ragged clothes and rusted armour hanging from their bodies. Some held weapons that looked as if they would break the moment they struck anything. 

Scattered heavily amongst the humanoid undead were things much stranger. Some were ghostly figures that looked like humans, elves or other humanoid species. Others amongst the ethereal beings were translucent monstrosities with warped, unnatural features. 

Many of the physical undead were twisted and macabre variations of recognisable beasts. A full herd of horses had gaping holes in their flesh, maggots spilling from the wounds as they thundered across the moor. Their faces had eerily human features, leaving it possible to make out depraved expressions of manic hunger. 

There were several giants standing half the height of the castle, stitched together with limbs grotesquely misplaced in both location and number. Their immense size was too much for any of the castle doors and they squeezed themselves out through the larger damaged sections, brickwork crashing down as they forced their way free. 

Jason’s eye was caught by what looked mostly like a mammoth, its long fur matted with black ichor. In place of a head it had an overlong, prehensile trunk. It used the trunk to snatch up other undead and feed them to a massive mouth that took up most of its back. 

Jason stood between Gordon and Shade as the hideous wave flooded across the moor towards them. The castle became a clown car as impossible numbers kept pouring out endlessly, far more than it should have been able to hold. 

“You coming out for the fight, buddy?” Jason cajoled. 

A leech emerged from the skin of Jason’s neck to sit on his shoulder. It shook its head firmly before going back, leaving only a slight smear of blood behind. Jason conjured his cloak and drew his sword. 

“Just the three of us then.”

*** 

At gold-rank, the number of different afflictions Jason could deliver approached the absurd. His core effects had been with him from the beginning, escalating damage that slowly but surely annihilated his foes. As he ranked up, additional afflictions became more niche in what they had to offer. Marshal of Judgement tracked enemies while Blood from Stone could make even a ghost bleed. Tainted Meridians made the victim’s powers more costly while they also literally bled out their mana. One of the more specialised afflictions was one Jason had learned from the Pallimustus goddess Death. 

Ghost Fire did nothing to most enemies, but the silver-grey ghostly flames were anathema to the undead. Ignoring form, power and protection, the ethereal inferno tore through the horde like a bushfire through drought country, spreading wildly and burning anything in its path. Jason barely touched the undead horde before it was tearing through the unliving monstrosities. 

What quickly became evident was that the fire, as destructive as it seemed, was not leaving behind scorched and annihilated corpses. Instead, what remained were people, unconscious but seemingly alive. Jason could hear their breathing and feel the warmth of their bodies. Once-ragged clothes were now clean and intact while armour was no longer rusted and dented. Even their physiology was changed, with bizarre undead deformities undone. The mammoth Jason spotted earlier was now a giant fuzzy elephant with a loud but adorable snore. 

“What is going on here?” he wondered aloud as the ghostly flames continued their work, even as undead continued to pour from the castle. “How does fire fix clothes?”

“It was magic ghost fire you learned to use from a goddess,” Gordon pointed out.

“Yeah, but it’s repairing armour and undoing bizarre deformities. Except for those things, which were less horrific as undead.”

Shade looked to where Jason was pointing at a cluster of two-headed horse lizards. 

“They are heidels, Mr Asano, and they’re meant to look like that.”

“Nothing is meant to look like that.”

“Mr Asano, of all the unnatural abominations and macabre monstrosities that you have encountered across multiple worlds, how is it that these normal animals are what draw your ire and disgust?”

“They’re like dudes who spend the whole convention hanging around the booth babes: they’re gross and it’s not okay.”

“Mr Asano, there haven’t been booth babes at conventions for decades.”

“Well, I wouldn’t know that. I haven’t been to a convention in decades.”

“Oh, so that wasn’t you at Dragon Con last year, dressed as yourself but in an unconvincing cloak to see if anyone would recognise you?”

“Uh, nope.”

“I have to wonder who I was following around, then.”

“I have no idea what you were doing,” Jason told him. “You need to get your life together.”

Shade did not have eyebrows to raise, yet somehow perfectly conveyed the sense of glaring at Jason from under them. After clearing his throat in an unconvincing display of innocence, Jason awkwardly turned his attention back to the undead horde. The flames were consuming the undead as swiftly as they could pour from the castle, leaving sleeping people and creatures to pile up outside its walls. 

“What do you think is going on here?” Jason asked. “Why are they coming back to life?”

“They are not,” Shade said. “These people are dead.”

“They don’t look dead.”

“That is because they are souls in the afterlife. It appears that the ghost fire has purged the corruption affecting them and restored their original state. Can you sense any life coming from them?”

Jason focused his freshly diminished senses. 

“No, now that you say it. Is it just me, or is the whole castle catching on fire?”

They watched as the ghost flames consumed the castle as if it was an undead in and of itself. Like the undead, it was not destroyed by the flame but restored, becoming an intact and impressive edifice. 

“This happened in Voltron,” Jason said. “The Castle of Lions got trashed and immediately got replaced with a better castle.”

“Episode five: Princess Joins Up,” Gordon added. 

“It was that soon in the run, wasn’t it? You know, some of those early episodes were more confronting than this undead army. Don’t get me wrong, I love some specifically lion Voltron, but I’m glad they moved past the nipple-oriented weapon systems of the early robeasts.”

“Mr Asano, I recommend turning our attention back to the topic at hand.”

“Nipples?”

“Being in a broken afterlife fighting an army of undead. I would specifically like to end any discussion of robot nipples.”

“I think they were technically cyborgs,” Jason said. 

“Actually, there was little unity to the origins of the robeasts,” Gordon clarified. “They were a combination of monsters, cyborgs, robots and mechs with no unifying parameters beyond being deployed to combat Voltron and its allies.”

“Important as it was to clear that up,” Shade said, “I will again suggest we turn our attention back to the matter at hand.”

“This looks pretty sorted,” Jason said. “At this point, I think we just wait for these souls to wake up so we can have a chat. It would be nice to get an idea of what’s going on.”

“I believe I can help with that,” a voice said from behind them and they turned around. In front of them was an elf with brown skin and darker brown hair, flecked with green. Jason gave Gordon a scolding look. 

“How do you have eyes doing circles around your body and not notice her sneaking up on us?”


Chapter 1030 

There Are many Steps on the Road 

Jason stood on the moor, a carpet of unconscious souls spanning between him and the distant castle, often dumped in piles. Jason looked at the newcomer, an elf in a simple, sand-coloured dress that accentuated her delicate features and the warm brown tones of her hair and skin. 

“Raythe,” Jason said. “I’d invite you in, but I’m kind of between places right now. My cloud house is locked away in my astral kingdom.”

“Umber did not want you to have ready access to a dimension ship.”

“It’s not like I can dimensional travel out of this realm to use one.”

“While you lack any specific power for dimensional travel, you have done so before.”

“Under some extremely specific circumstances. I’m assuming the Builder didn’t put a cosmic link between this place and somewhere else, the way he did Earth.”

“No, but if you achieve diamond-rank with your portal power, dimensional translocation will become available to you.”

“My understanding is that I will only be able to travel to dimensions that I’ve been to after unlocking that ability. Which means that even if I get that power to diamond, I won’t be able to go anywhere with it until I take the long way first.”

“Yes, but you have a habit of bending rules. Umber is wary of this.”

“Well, joke’s on him, because you’re here to get me out. You are here to get me out, right?”

“I’m sorry, but no.”

“No? We had a deal. I don’t break time and you would help me when no one else could. Given that you can come in here when no one else can, I’d say this qualifies.”

“My ability to intervene here is limited. I am an agent of the Keeper of the Sands, and this realm belongs to the Reaper.”

“My understanding is that he lost the lease.”

“Even corrupted, it is his authority that holds sway here. In accordance with the rules you restored by repairing the Cosmic Throne.”

“Yeah, but you’re an employee, right? I don’t need you to tap your boss for power; I just need a ride out.”

“It is my position as the Keeper’s vessel that allows me to be here. Where there is time, I must be allowed to go. But when I can only enter a place due to my position, I can only act in that place in accordance with my position.”

“Meaning that you’re allowed to come in and look, but you can’t do anything unless you find out that some nutbag has busted the space-time continuum.”

“Yes,” she said, her expression a warning.

“So, if I—”

“Do not, Jason Asano. Do not even try. I will make certain that the price you pay dwarfs any reward that might come of it.”

Jason examined her face, reading what he could from her expression and seeing only steely resolve. 

“I believe you. I wouldn’t know how to do that anyway. But if you’re going back on our deal, why are you even here? To tell me?”

“I am not reneging on our agreement. I will help you, but it should not be now.”

“Should not? It feels like every other god or great astral being loves bending the rules. Your boss can do the same, can’t it? Give you permission to get me out of here.”

“The being I serve has always been one of integrity. It opposed the sundering of the throne, but you are right. It could overlook me doing this, although it would come at a cost. For me, and my relationship with the one I serve. But if you do insist, I will take you from this place and you can leave it as you found it.”

“You’re implying that the cost would go beyond you.”

“Once a being steps into the wider cosmos, there are ramifications for their actions. Some stones, when dropped into a pond, leavy nary a ripple. Others make a grand splash. The peak transcendent beings of the cosmos have been flaunting the rules for a long time. Gods, astral kings and great astral beings have been throwing stones into the pond, with little thought for the consequences and the damage they do. You understand the consequences, and have done more to rectify the damage than most. Now, Jason Asano, you stand beside the pond yourself, with a stone in your hand. How will you choose to throw it?”

“I know that I’m going to have an impact of the cosmos. I’m the System, and an astral king, but every ripple I’ve made in the pond was because I was handed a giant rock to drop in. I’m not strong enough to throw one myself.”

“I’m afraid that you are, like it or not, and you stand at a crossroads. When the time comes to throw stones of your own, how will you do it? We stand in the ruins of an afterlife. A result of the throne being sundered and the great astral beings failing to understand how damaging their actions would be. They bent rules and broke them outright. Even now, with the throne restored, gods and astral kings work to subvert the rules, albeit more carefully. If you wish, I will take you out of this place, right now. The Keeper of the Sands will bend the integrity it has held for so long that I might fulfil my debt to you. And you can walk away, leaving this place as you found it.”

“I hear a ‘but’ coming, Raythe, and I am not Sir-Mix-a-Lot.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“I don’t like big ‘buts,’ and I am very capable of lying.”

“Do you take anything seriously?”

Jason walked right up to Raythe and stared her in the eyes. 

“You and I made a deal, Raythe. A deal that would get me back to Earth when it needs me most. Do you want to see how seriously I take that?”

“Does it?”

“Does what?”

“Does the Earth need you? Or would you do more harm than good?”

Jason took a step back. 

“What are you talking about?”

“There is no question that you are a capable combatant, Jason Asano. But, as you are, sealed away from the fullness of your power, would you genuinely be an asset that could turn the entire war?”

“No,” Jason admitted. “How do I break this seal?”

“It will last around quarter of a century on its own.”

“You’re basically a time wizard. Can’t you lock me in a time loop for that long?”

“I could, but only your avatar, not the entirety of your astral kingdom, so the seal would remain.”

“What are my other options?”

“Reach diamond-rank. The seal is attuned to what you are. Change what you are, and it will no longer bind you.”

“Right, just get to diamond-rank like it’s nothing.”

“You are already closing in. I told you that you face a crossroads. The choice you make here will impact not just what you do, but who you are. Who you decide to be, and what place you will take within the cosmos. If you choose to leave this place now, I will bend the rules and liberate you from it.”

“What’s wrong with that? I don’t have to be here to reach diamond-rank, and at that point, my presence would sway the war.”

“Yes, but not in the way you think. The World-Phoenix had sealed the Earth from diamond-rankers. The condition she has set on breaking that seal is—”

“Me hitting diamond-rank, I know.”

“But there is a loophole. That condition is only met when you exert diamond-rank power upon the Earth in some way. You can reach diamond-rank, but so long as you do not visit Earth or exert active power through your domains there, the ban on diamond-rankers will remain.”

“Why is that good for me?”

“How many diamond-rankers can you bring to bear, Jason Asano? And how many can Knowledge? The moment she is permitted to send diamond-rankers through the bridge, she will. Do you think she has not anticipated the possibility of your escape? That she has not been mustering every diamond-ranker that she can command, manipulate or cajole into her service, in preparation for that moment? As it stands, Earth has a chance while the forces arrayed against them are limited to gold. If that changes, they lose almost immediately.”

“None of that means I shouldn’t leave this place. I can go to Earth, fight, and get out when I am approaching diamond.”

“And pulling out at the last moment never goes wrong.”

Jason’s eyebrows shot up.

“What I am telling you,” she continued, “is that leaving this place now does not solve your problems. You have allies that are preparing to become a diamond-rank force of their own, but it will take time. You need to decide how to spend that time. Not just because of what you can accomplish, but because of what your choice will mean for who you become.”

Shade and Gordon had been staying back and listening silently, but Shade now stepped forward. 

“If I might interject, Mr Asano.”

Jason turned to him and nodded. 

“Your advice is always welcome.”

“Mr Asano, you did not tell Knowledge that you were going to fight her army. You said that you would kill her. The answer to how you do that cannot be found on Earth. Pursuing it there will only take you further from your goal, and further from what you need to become before you face her.”

“Returning to Earth is an admirable objective,” Raythe said, “but it is one rooted in a mortal perspective.”

“I like having a mortal perspective.”

“As you should. Providing that is my core purpose as a prime vessel. But you are not mortal, and if you always act as if you are, there will be consequences that go well beyond you. I believe that you have made that mistake before, and resolved to avoid making it again whenever possible. You are on a strange and erratic journey beyond the bounds of mortality. Sometimes you must step back before you can clearly see the path ahead.”

“Yeah, and while I’m navel-gazing at the cosmos, my family and whole damn world are fighting for their lives!”

Raythe looked back at him, saying nothing. Jason let out a frustrated groan, then took a deep, slow breath. As he let it out, he stilled his mind, letting the anger clouding it flow out with the air. He stood in silence, eyes closed, how long for he was uncertain. 

Then his eyes opened. 

“Leave this place as I found it,” he said. “Those were the words you used.”

“I did.”

“You don’t strike me as someone who chooses her words without care.”

“I am not.”

Jason looked over at the now-restored castle. At the former undead, now lying in piles, unconscious before him. 

“The Reaper helped Umber put me here,” Jason said.

“Yes.”

“It wants me to fix this place, doesn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“That’s the non-mortal perspective you want me to have. The mortal choice is to follow my instincts. Go home, fight for my people. Ignore that it will compromise the integrity of the Keeper of the Sands. And of me, when I abandon this place to its corruption.”

“Yes.”

“The other option is what? Fix this entire realm? Is it a planet? A universe? Some infinite plane that goes on forever?”

“Structurally, it is a planet contained within what amounts to its own universe.”

“So, an entire planet. Purge a whole planet of undead. While, I might add, I’m being hunted by an army of energy vampires whose leader has a sword that can make me explode.”

“Yes.”

“And making that choice means abandoning my own planet to a war with a goddess.”

“Not with a goddess. With the forces she has prepared, just as you have prepared yours. Neither you nor the goddess are there for the fighting itself.”

“And that’s part of the choice isn’t it? Do I situate myself with the mortals, or position myself as the counterpart to the goddess?”

“There are many steps on the road to diamond-rank,” Raythe said. “Each one shapes who you are and the impact you will have. Will you choose compromise and personal goals, or integrity and taking responsibility for the cosmic order?”

“The cosmic order isn’t my responsibility!”

“Yet you have taken that responsibility, time and again. When the Earth was threatened with dimensional collapse. When the Sundered Throne required restoration. It was not your responsibility, but you took it.”

“Someone had to.”

“That is demonstrably not true. There are consequences of letting things get worse, yet you have seen how many choose to do so.”

Jason lowered his head, running angry hands through his hair and letting out a low growl. 

“The Reaper didn’t have to do this now. I’d have been willing to come and help clear out his attic, just not right this moment. It’s not like what’s going on here is urgent. It’s been in this state for billions of years. Surely the Reaper understood the timing.”

“It doesn’t think like that. It could be argued that it doesn’t think at all. When not encapsulated in a mortal vessel, a great astral being could be better described as a will than a mind. It doesn’t comprehend empathy or time or the value of a mortal life. That is why great astral beings have prime vessels. To think and feel for them. Velius did advise against the timing on this, but the Reaper saw an opportunity and took it. Not out of maliciousness but because it had a problem and saw a solution. That is its nature.”

“Yeah, and we’ve been talking a lot about consequences. The Reaper is going to pay for that choice.”

“And it will do so gladly, so long as its purpose is fulfilled. But the choice you must focus on now is yours. Will you act as a mortal man and serve your own interests, or as an immortal and take a broader perspective?”

“The problem with broader perspectives is that people start looking small. Irrelevant. It makes it easy to ignore their suffering.”

“Yes. But larger problems take larger solutions. That is part of the choice as well. Sometimes making the big decisions means trusting the details to others. You can’t do it all yourself.”

Jason scowled, turned from Raythe and stalked away, putting distance between them. Shade and Gordon followed to stand beside him, and he turned to give them each a smile. The smile vanished as he turned to face Raythe. 

“You knew,” he accused. “Before you said a single word, you knew what I would do.”

“I did not know. I expected, and certainly hoped, but the choice must be yours. Your attachment to mortal sensibilities is famous, and you have surprised us before.”

“Us?”

“You are a new great astral being. You think there are not eyes cast upon you from across the cosmos, in fear and hope? The choices you make, including the one right here, will resonate across infinity.”

Jason stared at her for a long time with accusing eyes. 

“I’ll do it,” he told her. “I’ll purge the corruption from this whole bloody planet. Then I’ll find a way to kill that goddess, and the next time I need your help, you are going to pay that debt or the cosmic order is going to find out exactly what I’m going to do to it.”

“You can’t threaten the entire cosmos, Jason Asano.”

Instead of answering, he started walking towards Raythe as light built up from within his body. It lit up his eyes and passed through his skin, shining solid gold at first, before flickering on and off in a strobe effect. Then the light cut out completely, only to be replaced by another. Instead of gold it what silvery-white, filled to bursting with flecks of diamond like a field of stars. 

➢ Ability [Hegemon] has reached Gold 9 (100%). ➢ Ability [Hegemon] has reached Diamond 0 (100%). 

Jason kept walking, as if not noticing the blazing light pouring out of him. As he reached Raythe, his eyes locked on hers once again. 

“Watch me.”

*** 

The door of his dimension ship opened and Raythe stepped inside to the reception chamber. It was more ostentatious than the rest of the vessel, with pristine white marble accented with dark wood. 

“Well?” Velius asked.

Raythe nodded. 

“His aura reached diamond-rank on the spot,” she told him. “He made the choice we wanted.”

“As expected, but I won’t say I wasn’t concerned. Cosmic power with a mortal outlook is a volatile mix.”

“He was not happy with the Reaper. You’ll need to deal with that.”

“Yes, but this was necessary if Asano is going to reach diamond fast enough to be of use to his world. He’s clay in need of a kiln.”

“It could have backfired. Created a new cosmic problem on the level of the Builder.”

“It still could. I don’t want to be on the receiving end of a grudge if he doesn’t eventually realise that we’re doing this for him.”

“He will, surely. You spent years observing him on Earth; he’s not a complete idiot, right?”

Raythe narrowed her eyes at Velius. 

“Right?


Chapter 1031 

The Wisdom Not To 

The artificial structure around the sun was comprised of narrow strips that extended from hubs like the spokes of a wheel. Countless hubs and the arms extending from them formed a network that floated over the star like a flotilla city on a sea of fire. Team Biscuit took all this in as the cottage ship approached, the sheer distance making it take far longer than it had initially seemed. 

By the time the sun was a wall occupying all the space in their sightline, they realised just how vast the artificial city was. The seemingly narrow arms that connected the hubs were not bridges or roadways, but sections of city that were dozens, if not hundreds of kilometres across. 

“What do you call this?” Rufus asked. “A city? If what we’re seeing here wraps around the entire star, it has to be bigger than a planet.”

“Than planets habitable by most normal-rank species, yes,” Dawn confirmed. “There are more gold-rankers down there than there are people on Earth and Pallimustus combined.”

“And there are more stars like this?” Clive asked.

“Many more. The planets in the Imperium are the cradle, holding most of the low-ranking population. The sun cages are inhospitable to those below silver-rank, so most people move to the planets to raise families. Imperial labour laws are very generous in supporting this.”

“But there are some lower rankers here?” Neil asked. 

“A handful. Mostly the children of those who are critical enough in their position that they are allowed exemptions. It’s dangerous, though. There are environmental controls, but there is only so much that can be done with a city located on a burning star. A system failure or a slip of protocol could kill bronze-rankers by the thousands in an instant. Even silver-rankers need to be careful. Health and safety laws require anyone below gold-rank to carry safety equipment in case of accident.”

Closing in on the city, the density of sky traffic increased. With most of the vessels looking technological, the cottage was an outlier, but not unique. A variety of other, more overtly magical transportation, would occasionally pass through their view. The city itself was a mix of enormous buildings, vast domes and enclosed tunnels. Glass and ceramic were the predominant building materials. The glass came in a rainbow of colours while the ceramic was mostly white, accented with bold reds. 

Humphrey pointed out what looked to be a tower taller than most of the city’s buildings. Shrouded in colourful light, it sprayed rainbows like water from a fountain. 

“A wholly unnecessary extravagance,” Dawn said. “An indulgence when the rest of the city exterior is so carefully regulated.”

“The city design does seem very uniform for something so large,” Rufus observed. 

“Control of the city exterior is of maximal importance,” Dawn said. “It has to be, given the environment. The domes are more eclectic on the inside, where most people live and work. Each dome cluster has its own look and feel. Different architecture, different climates. The local councils have a lot of control on the culture, and tend to specialise. The specificity promotes tourism.”

“I’m guessing that outside of the domes, things are less safe,” Rufus said.

“Outside of the domes are the industrial spaces, travel hubs and the like. Non-residential areas are marked with artificial auras, so people know which sections are safe for their rank. That way, you don’t get silvers wandering into places that will kill anyone short of diamond-rank.”

“You don’t?” Belinda asked. “You can post signage all you like, you’re still going to get people who are stupid, arrogant, drunk, or all three. You’re telling me that no one goes where they shouldn’t?”

“There are always fools,” Dawn conceded. “There are safeguards and checkpoints to make sure children or the vulnerable don’t wander where they shouldn’t. As for the stupid and the arrogant, we live around a sphere of nuclear annihilation. It’s a problem that solves itself.”

“What is this city called?” Rufus asked. 

“Fourth Ring,” Dawn said. “In the early days of the Imperium, the first constructs around the stars were rings whose only purpose was to draw power. This was before the advent of the accumulator towers that could be plunged directly into the sun. This star was the fourth one to be used this way, and now it’s the capital.”

“Why not the first three?” Estella asked.

“The Imperium has a long history. There are sections of our past that need to be remembered, so that their sins are never repeated. Star-killer magitech has been outlawed for thousands of years.”

“Star killer,” Humphrey repeated. “As in, destroying the sun?”

“Yes.”

“Why would anyone do that?”

“War,” Dawn said grimly. “Always war. In every society I’ve encountered across the cosmos, the ability to destroy develops faster than the wisdom not to. My home is no exception to this.”

“Speaking of which,” Sophie said, “this place makes our planet look like a shack in the woods. Couldn’t you throw a gold-rank army into some dimension ships and go smash all of Knowledge’s forces?”

“We could,” Dawn said. “And if I declared it so, we would, but that would open a dangerous door.”

“How so?” Sophie asked.

“For the same reason that diamond-rankers usually don’t intervene of Pallimustus,” Estella said. 

“That is correct,” Dawn said. “The Imperium is not isolated in the cosmos, and for all our power, we are far from hegemonic. If the Imperium decides it’s going to intervene in some little conflict somewhere, then what is to stop anyone else? Colonialism happens, but the major powers must stay out of it or be ostracised. If they wish to extend their influence they must use proxies and supplemental forces. The cosmic pirates you defeated on Earth are quite typical. Inconsequential, expendable, deniable.”

“No galactic empire coming to the rescue, then,” Sophie said.

“Did you not watch any movies on Earth?” Belinda asked. “You never want the galactic empire to show up.”

“There are ways we can assist,” Dawn said. “We already are, as you will see soon enough, but we must be circumspect. It is the way things are done to avoid escalation. It also helps when dealing with a goddess who plucks every morsel of information from a person the moment they arrive on that goddess’ planet.”

The cottage ship approached one of the city hubs. As it drew closer, the team could see the design, which was an octagram with spokes branching off from the tips to connect with other sections of the hub network. 

As the ship descended, it approached a building not contained under a dome. It was primarily white with red accents, typical of what they had seen elsewhere, but was exorbitantly vast. That one building could have contained most of the towns that the team had seen on their homeworld. On the roof of the flat building, a large symbol was set into it, in metal that blazed with reflected sunlight. It was an elaborately drawn octagram with a sunburst in the middle. As the ship approached, the roof split down the middle to slowly open, the sides rolling away into recesses at the building’s edges. Inside was a hangar filled with vessels, from ornate and decorative to plain and aggressive, bristling with weapons. 

“Look,” Belinda said, pointing at one of the ships. “Doesn’t that look exactly like the pirate ship that attacked Earth?”

*** 

Jason, Shade and Gordon stood on the moor, watching the freshly uncorrupted souls rouse to consciousness. Colin was once again out and in his blood clone form, looking like a red-eyed version of Jason. He was clearly unhappy, glared at their surroundings as if they somehow owed him money. 

“Do souls in the afterlife normally sleep?” Jason asked. 

“It varies by afterlife,” Shade explained. “Some afterlives are unrecognisable to the sensibilities of the living. Others, like this one, are facsimiles of life. In such cases, the mimicking of biological processes is normal.”

“Does that mean that all these people are going to wake up and be in dire need of the bathroom?” Jason asked.

“I do not know,” Shade told him. “If that is the case, let us hope the facilities in that castle are robust.”

The army of former undead were a wildly eclectic bunch, both in outfits and in species. There were giants in armour that looked, to Jason’s eye, like they were from the Ottoman empire. There were creatures like centaurs, but instead of being half horse, their lower body was that of a grasshopper the size of a car. Most were roughly humanoid, give or a take a few limbs. One group looked like headless humans with scorpion tails that had a face in place of a stinger. Another appeared much like Indigenous Australians in pre-colonial outfits, weapons included. 

“That’s a woomera,” Jason said. “It’s for chucking spears, it’s pretty sweet.”

Jason and his familiars watched as the groups milled about in confusion. There was no hostility, although their group did get a lot of curious looks. There looked to be a small amount of debate before a small delegation was sent in their direction. It consisted of four people, like Jason’s group.

One looked mostly human, but with flexible scales instead of skin and standing around seven feet tall. She, if Jason guessed the gender correctly, had the gear of a high-technology knight. What looked like glowing circuits traced across her sword, shield and half-plate armour. Another seemed human, a young man Jason would have pegged as Filipino if he were on Earth. He wore a simple loose garb that, other than its natural hemp colour, was not too different from Jason’s combat robe. 

The third person looked like an orc. Green-skinned, he had the height and build of a professional wrestler, and one of the larger ones at that. Rather than ugly, his stubbled square jaw and sharp profile gave him the handsome profile of a conqueror. His armour was toughened leather with metal plates over vulnerable areas, clearly designed to not hamper mobility. He had a long-handled war hammer and an axe crossed across his back. 

The final member of the group looked like a wind fairy, with pale grey skin and light blue hair, flecked with white. She was slender and slight, around Jason’s height, with striking blue eyes. Her hair danced down her back, teased by a breeze that didn’t exist.

They stopped before Jason, the two groups lined up like sports teams facing off. They took each other in with curious gazes until Jason broke the silence. 

“I think it’s safe to say that we all have a lot of questions,” he said. “I think we should start with the obvious one.”

He looked to the looming orc. 

“Those weapons tied to your back, they don’t look easy to just yank out in an unexpected combat situation. Do you have a magic bandolier, or a little bloke behind you doing and undoing bits of string? Or do you just put up with the inconvenience?”

The four newcomers all shared a look. 

“That is what you consider the obvious question?” the human asked. 

“Yep. Not to you, I suppose. You all seem to know each other, so you’ve probably known the little string guy for years.”

“I’ve met your kind before,” the orc said in a voice built for sensual R&B music. “You’re a fool.”

“You have met my kind before,” Jason said cheerfully.

“I think the actual questions,” the lizard techno-knight said, “should be more like ‘who are you,’ ‘what are you,’ ‘how did you get here’ and ‘what is going on?’”

“I see where you’re coming from,” Jason told her, “but if I’m being honest, those questions are a little pedestrian.”

“By which he means useful and pertinent,” Shade added. “I’m afraid that Mr Asano has trouble with appropriate manners.”

He gave Jason a pointed look. 

“Which he could begin to rectify with a polite introduction.”

“Actually,” the wind fairy said, looking at the orc, “I’ve always wondered about your weapon situation myself.”

*** 

Glowing lights appeared in the space above the hanger, guiding the cottage ship into an empty place to land. There were people all around the hangar, maintaining the vessels it contained. Leaving the ship was as simple as stepping through the bubble at the edge of the garden. By the time they did, a platoon of knights in blue and gold armour came marching across the hanger in perfect twin-column formation. 

“Sorry about this,” Dawn said as the knights approached. “We’re going to have to deal with a certain amount of ceremony.”

“This is why I don’t normally spend time with space princesses,” Belinda told her. 

The knights reached them and those at the head of each column kneeled. The rest stood to rigid attention. 

“Your Highness,” one of the Knights said. “We are here to escort you and your guests to Beacon Palace. Your parents are currently occupying the Cumulant Spire, in the private residence.”

“And our other guests?”

“The Baramean Palace.”

“Then I will meet my parents and you may guide my friends to the others.”

“Forgive me, your highness, but the Empress’ directions were quite explicit. You are all to attend her.”

“Very well. Lead on.”

*** 

The knights led Dawn, Helsveth and Team Biscuit through the palace, stopping in front of a set of relatively modest doors. These were only twice the height and five times the breadth of a human, making them downright modest by the standards they’d seen moving through the Beacon Palace thus far. They were somewhere high in a tower whose exterior was entirely crystalline, the faceted design shrouding it in rainbows whenever the sunlight hit it. Given that it was located on a sun, that was all the time. The resulting blaze of light explained the rainbow tower they had seen on approach, that Dawn had called an unnecessary extravagance. 

The knights all kneeled in place as the doors opened of their own volition, sliding into recessed wall panels. 

“Our escort will go no farther,” Dawn said. “Beyond these doors is the private residence of the royal family. The fact that you’re being let in is likely hitting the news portals already. A lot of people are going to be curious about you.”

Dawn strode through the doors like she was marching into battle. Helsveth gestured that they should follow and they all moved into a room the size of a sports arena. The doors closed behind them. The floor and ceiling were white marble, streaked with red and gold. The walls were the crystal walls of the tower, the room taking up an entire floor. The cavernous chamber looked all the more vast for being almost empty. 

At the far side of the room was a marble platform that hovered just above the floor. A man and a woman sat in comfortable but opulent reading chairs on the platform. Both looked up at the group’s entry, sat their books down on side tables and stood. 

The platform flew towards the visitors. Helsveth dropped to one knee and the others copied her, except for Dawn. The platform rushed across the room before suddenly decelerating to stop right in front of them. The pair standing on it seemed unaffected by the momentum. Both wore simple but exquisitely tailored clothes, with the octagram starburst symbol embroidered on the left breast. They were both celestines, his eyes and hair being the colour of brass. Hers were the same ruby as Dawn’s, the family resemblance clear. Both celestines had the youthful appearance and potent aura of diamond-rankers. 

“Oh, do get up,” she scolded in the good-natured tone of a doting grandmother. “This is the only place in the whole Imperium that we don’t have to bother with that nonsense. And Helly, you should know better. The First Daughter of the World Phoenix does not kneel.”

“My apologies, Your Majesty,” Helsveth said as she got to her feet.

“Now, let’s get a look at the rest of you, this is so exciting. Dawnie never brings friends home.”


Chapter 1032 

I Need to Conquer This planet 

 

Emperor Consort Orbis placed a gentle hand on his wife’s arm.

“Perhaps we should maintain at least a little formality as we get to know one another. 

People can find a lack of ceremony when meeting royalty to be unsettling, even more 

intimidating than encountering them in more formal settings.”

“Nah, we’re good,” Belinda said. “We know this guy. I’m not going to get into it, but he 

makes the whole ceremonial thing hard.”

“He’s a bad influence,” Neil added.

“It has led to many of our encounters with those in power to be more informal than 

would otherwise be the case,” Humphrey said. “His defiance in the face of kings, diamond-

rankers, gods, and great astral beings has been a consistent source of difficulty, to the 

point that our perspective on such encounters has become rather unconventional.”

“Meaning yes, he’s a very bad influence,” Sophie said.

“To be clear,” Estella said, nervously raising her hand, “that doesn’t really include me.

I’m happy to be very respectful and intimidated.”

“That must be some friend,” Empress Lumen said. “I don’t suppose this is your young 

man they’re talking about, Daughter?”

“How did you… he’s a young man, not my young man.”

“Told you,” Belinda quietly said to Neil, who grumpily pulled out a gold spirit coin to 

hand over.

The empress and her husband shared a delighted parental glance. 

“Helsveth,” Orbis said. “What is your opinion on this?”

“It is not my place to second-guess the hierophant, Your Majesty.”

“At least someone has some decorum,” Dawn muttered. “Mother, Father, there is 

something that I have been keeping from you. Given my position under the World-Phoenix, 

and yours as the rulers of the Imperium, it behoved me to maintain certain confidences. 

Now that you have taken in this group, the time has come to share the nature of an 

affiliation they and I share.”

“We can talk all about it over dinner,” Lumen told them. “We have a small meal put 

together upstairs, so let’s all come along. You will be joining us, won’t you Helly?”

“There are duties as First Sister that I must attend to, Empress.”

The Empress’ smile didn’t change, yet it somehow caused the temperature around 

Helsveth to precipitously drop. 

“You will be joining us, won’t you, Helly?”

“I would be delighted, Empress.”

*** 

“Is this castle a dimensional space?” Jason asked as he looked around like a tourist. 

“How did those giants fit in here? And I did not see a mammoth pen.”

The restored castle held little resemblance to the decrepit version of itself it had been 

while corrupted. At a glance it looked like a castle town, centred around a large keep, but 

inside it was more akin to a palace. As large as it was, however, it did not have the room to 

hold all the undead who had poured out of it. Jason and his familiars were being shown 

around by the four people who had approached them after being released from undeath. 

“Don’t know what happened with the palace,” said Baloc, the massive orc. With his 

broad shoulders and handsome features, Jason had to be careful about not calling him 

Green Humphrey. 

“I was somewhere else, then I was here,” Baloc continued. “Didn’t think about it. 

Didn’t think about anything.”

“You don’t think when you’re a corrupted undead soul,” said Lalia. She was the 

scaled techno-knight, from a species called the Varen. “Thank you again for releasing us 

from that awful condition. As for the palace and how many emerged from it, the rules of 

reality we knew from life mostly apply in this realm, but not always.”

“Like your astral space, Mr Asano,” Shade explained, “this space is not a normal 

physical reality. The rules that govern it are mutable. Perhaps your aura will be able to 

make use of that.”

Jason pulled up the description of his aura power’s new ability to look at it again. 

 

Ability: [Hegemony] (Sin) 

➢ Current rank: Diamond 0 (00%). 

 

➢ Effect (diamond): Manipulate fundamental physical and magical laws within the 

area of your aura. Cannot affect the areas within spiritual domains or unsuppressed hostile auras. 

 

➢ [Addendum]: As possessor of a spiritual domain, you may express its power 

through your aura. The strength of that expression is determined by the strength of the aura and advancement of this ability. 

➢ [Error]: Prime avatar is sealed from source of spiritual power. Prime avatar may not 

express power of spiritual domain until access to source is restored. 

He frowned, just as he had every time he looked it over. He’d been hoping that his 

aura reaching diamond-rank would have compensated for how diminished it had become 

from being sealed. While there had been a boost in strength, it was far from what he was 

used to. He was also unsure about the power itself. Changing fundamental laws sounded 

good on paper, but he could sense the power within himself. The effects he could muster, 

at least for the moment, were negligible. Until his power returned in full, his aura was the 

ability most impacted by what Umber had done to him. 

“You’re looking at that thing again, aren’t you?” asked Aeora, whose species did turn 

out to be called wind fairies. 

“Yeah, sorry,” Jason said.

Of the four people Jason had met after purging their undead status, Aeora was the 

only one who had not been an essence user in life, relying on inherent magic for her gold-

rank power. 

The System, allowing them to quantify their powers more readily, had become a 

source of fascination since Jason introduced them to it. They had been twisted undead 

when it had first come into place, so it was new to them all. Aeora was feeling left out, her 

native magic not being connected to the System. 

They resumed the tour of the castle. As they walked, the group had been sharing 

information with Jason in gratitude for their liberation. They had little to offer about the 

details of how their afterlife worked, with Shade knowing more than they did in many 

instances. What they could offer was basic information that Jason would need as he 

navigated the realm. 

“When we aren’t corrupted, we are much as we were in life” explained Yujin, the 

human member of the four. “We have the same rank, the same powers. Most are essence 

users, or those with native magic, like Aeora. There are some who are different, though, 

using magic in ways I never encountered in life. Employing essence for magic without 

absorbing them, or magic without essences at all.”

“I’ve heard of this,” Jason said, “but never run into it myself. Of course, I wasn’t 

exactly a cosmopolitan citizen of the cosmos, so that’s no surprise.”

“Few are,” Lalia said. “Most civilisations rise and fall without the people in them ever 

leaving their planet, let alone their universe.”

“Lalia is from the most advanced society of all of us,” Yujin said. 

“Probably long gone now,” Lalia said. “If we have been in this compromised state for 

as long as you say, I doubt even a galactic civilisation would have endured. And if it has, I 

doubt I would recognise what it has become.”

She bowed her head, letting out a sigh before continuing. 

“It troubles me, what has happened here. This place was meant to be a paradise 

where I could live out eternity in adventure, battle and the hunt. After what has transpired, I 

find my thoughts drifting to what I had in life. It was not something I considered before, in 

all the time I have existed here.”

“How long is that, if I may ask?” Jason said. 

Lalia frowned, as if reaching for a memory just out of her grasp. 

“Time and its perception are not as they are in normal reality here, Mr Asano,” Shade 

said. “There is a reason that Raythe is wary of this place going awry. That abnormal time 

serves as a psychological buffer against the challenges of existing through eternity.”

“Does that mean it operates by fey circle rules? I could get out of here only to find out 

that a thousand years have passed on Earth?”

“No,” Shade said. “In fact, I believe that you are the source of Miss Lalia’s troubles. 

Your ability to stabilise realities has normalised the time here. Without the natural time shift 

altering their perceptions, their minds are turning to more mortal concerns.”

“You mean I’m hurting them just by being here?”

“This is not a place for the living, Mr Asano. A mortal would have been affected by it, 

but you are a cosmic entity who shapes reality around yourself. The impact in this case, is 

on this afterlife.”

“Meaning that I need to fix this place and get out as soon as I can. So, the original 

plan.”

“Just so,” Shade agreed.

They continued their way through the castle. 

“I don’t know what we’re going to do,” Aeora said. “Many of us were drawn here from 

elsewhere, apparently to fight you.”

“Like a body drawing in resources to fight disease,” Yujin said. “But this body is 

already corrupted, its own defence mechanisms transforming it like a cancer.”

“Baloc and I lived in this place,” Lalia said, “but many of those now outside did not. 

Many will be wondering what to do next. Should they try to return where they came from? 

If they could even find those, they would only encounter more corruption. I imagine they, 

like me, fear becoming corrupted again.”

“This place has room for many, but not enough,” Baloc said. “Nowhere to stay, 

nowhere to go.”

“There are a lot of people out there who don’t understand what is happening, or what 

to do about it,” Aeora said.

“People in here, too,” Baloc muttered.

“The first thing is to get people organised as best we can,” Lalia said. “Those of us 

from here can see about trying to house the others. Obviously there will be problems, like 

finding a place for the giants, but we can at least get a start.”

“I can’t help you with that,” Jason said. “What I can do is look into potential threats.

When you were all changed, you seemed to have an instinctive desire to attack. Did you 

sense my approach and attack when I was close enough, or only start moving once I was 

close enough to detect.”

“I cannot speak for the others,” Lalia said, “but my memory from that other state is 

hazy at best. I believe I moved the moment I sensed you. I had a sense of something 

alien. Something that I needed to destroy. The moment it came over me I scrambled with a 

frenzied need to do just that.”

“Okay,” Jason said. “Looks like things kick off the moment I get close enough, so no 

sneaking into undead towns. It’s just rock up and go ham. Lalia, you said you’re from here. 

Can you point me toward the nearest population centre that doesn’t have any diamond-

rankers?”

“Are you going to try and cleanse it, as you did us?” Yujin asked. 

“Yep. I need to conquer this planet, because I’ve got stuff to do.”

*** 

“Small meal,” Neil said. His eyes were wide as some of the plates as he looked at a 

banquet that could have fed a guild. “I have to point out, your majesties, that my decorum 

lessons mostly covered small noble houses in a small city on a remote planet. I was never 

instructed on the etiquette of shovelling mounds of food into my dimensional bag for later.”

“Neil,” Humphrey scolded, earning a chuckle from Empress Lumen.

“No, Neil is in the right,” Dawn said. “In our culture, it is considered rude and 

extravagant to waste resources of any kind. It comes from the realities of living in places 

that are so heavily engineered. When presented with excess food, it is considered rude not 

to take and store the remainder for later. To refrain is an insult to the host. It is also rude 

not to have an excess to be taken, although some people can be excessive in their 

excess.”

Neil and Belinda flashed a grin at each other and headed for the tables. Sophie 

shook her head and followed, as did Clive with a shrug. Estella looked to Humphrey and 

Rufus for etiquette tips, deciding that following their lead was the best way to stay out of 

trouble. 

The dining chamber was octagonal, with buffet tables set out but no chairs or 

anywhere else to sit. There were stations with plates that would float around the people 

who claimed them, flying off to be washed once emptied of food. 

“This is a traditional imperial-style feast hall,” the empress explained to Humphrey as 

they stood together, filling hovering plates from a cornucopia of roasted vegetables. “It is 

designed for eating on your feet, sampling many things as you mingle with other guests.”

“Jason would adore this,” Humphrey said.

“This is your absent friend? The one who my Dawn is…”

“I honestly don’t know what is between them,” Humphrey said to her leading 

question. “I know that things become complex when lifespans are so long, but I am a 

simple man when it comes to such things. I have someone I love and will hold on to her for 

as long as she wishes me to. Jason, I think, has adjusted to what immortality means to 

relationships better than I. Whatever is between him and your daughter, I cannot say. I do 

know that he likes powerful women. And princesses.”

“Ah. He’s one of those.”

“No. Well, yes. Well, no. Honestly, I don’t know exactly what you mean, but probably.”

“Do you respect this man?”

“Immensely. Jason has his foibles, but under all the foolishness and buffoonery, he is 

a hero to the core.”

“A hero?”

“Yes. A childish conceit, perhaps, the good guy standing up to the bad guy. But one 

worth aspiring to, and something the cosmos sorely needs. He’s proven that more than 

once.”

“That’s quite a claim. Are you sure you’re not underestimating the scale of the 

cosmos?”

“That is a discussion for after dinner,” Dawn said as she approached the pair. “One 

we should have with Lord Cazus.”

“Now, that is interesting,” Lumen said. “Why would you want to talk with the Director 

of Imperial Intelligence about some boy? Do you need us to spy on him?”

“You probably should,” Belinda said around a mouthful of food as she walked by. “He 

did fix the cosmic throne and become the new great astral being.”

“WHAT?” exclaimed the emperor, who had been pretending not to listen.


Chapter 1033 

Let Them Come 

As the intelligence czar for an empire that spanned galaxies and held a position on the cosmic stage, very few questions had answers beyond the reach of Anson Cazus. As a result, Anson had developed a loathing for those few queries whose resolutions were denied to him. 

Some mysteries were easier to accept than others. There were cosmic events taking place on such an escalated level that to involve the Imperium was to expose it to risk, something Anton would accept even ignorance to avoid. Even if he suspected that Princess Dawn held those answers, he trusted they were kept from him for a reason. 

The princess was usually at the heart of affairs which Anson deemed too dangerous to investigate at anything but a large remove. Her position as First Daughter of the World-Phoenix had brought the Imperium to even greater prominence, but that prestige also brought attention and envy. 

When it came to matters like the Cosmic Throne, and the new great astral being almost certainly linked to its restoration, Anton could live without answers. Some knowledge was too dangerous to hold. But the people princess Dawn had bought in to be housed in the palace were a more approachable mystery, making his lack of answers more frustrating. 

With the resources of the Imperium, it had not been hard to discover where they were from. Why those people mattered to the princess was a more difficult question. The isolated world from which they had come had one major asset to impede intelligence gathering: irrelevance. Never having been worth the effort before, meant that Anton had to task fresh assets to gather that information. 

His agents did not disappoint, finding a number of threads to tug on. The world in question was one anchor point of a link between universes, and those universes were subject to the historical event known as The Builder’s Folly. Furthermore, the last few decades had seen renewed attention from the great astral beings and their agents, including Princess Dawn herself. 

This suggested that these universes were a focal point of some larger plot, or a conflict between great astral beings. More detailed inquiry had proven challenging, as the astral beings had put isolating restrictions in place, particularly on the anchor worlds connecting the universes. 

As for the people that Dawn had brought to the Imperium, the princess had made it clear that they were off-limits. They had been present for some time, and now Helsveth had brought an entirely new set, which did not make things easier. Helsveth had spent much of her childhood in the Imperium under Dawn’s tutelage and held great respect for the empress and emperor-consort, but she had now succeeded Dawn’s position as prime vessel of the World-Phoenix. She was now someone whose actions Anton was extremely reticent to investigate. 

He sat in his office, a data hub whose magitech cost more than most planets. Screens covered the walls, some with images, still or moving, while others scrolled text. There was no desk, no chair in which to get even a modicum of relaxation. If he required either for a task, they would manifest into being. In the centre of the room was a large, conical projector. Floating over it was an image of the dimension ship Dawn’s first guests had arrived in. It had been traced back to a pirate fleet that prowled the rural backwaters of the cosmos, the kind that were never quite worth the effort to hunt down. 

A set of three vertical screens on the wall behind him vanished, turning into an open doorway. Standing on the other side was Anton’s chief of staff, but he didn’t turn to face her, his eyes still glued to the projection. 

“Sir, the royal family is requesting you.”

“About?”

“They wish to meet with you, Princess Dawn and her newly arrived guests.”

Anton turned to face his assistant. 

“All of them?”

“Yes, sir. We may finally get some of those answers.”

*** 

It was a city of death. The brickwork was shattered and crumbling, most buildings damaged with many collapsed entirely. The cobbles and flagstones underfoot were cracked and broken, spiky weeds of black and purple growing through like diseased veins. The streets were filed with detritus; bits of fallen building, broken carts and fallen fruit stalls. The produce had long turned to rot, much like the city’s populace who had been reduced to undead mockeries of life. 

Then came the fire. Ethereal ghost flames stormed through the city, sweeping across the streets, buildings and people as if their corruption was an accelerant. Overhead, the night sky was no longer visible, glowing butterflies blocking it out and washing the city in blue and orange light. 

Jason walked through the streets, mostly ignoring the undead as the ghost fire did the work for him. Occasionally an undead would rush at him in a frenzy, only to be dismissively carved apart by Jason’s sword. Those wounds vanished as the fires took them, undoing the corruption and purging the stain of undeath. Like an apocalypse running backwards, the ghost fires made whole the broken buildings and people alike. Hideous undead were turned back into normal people, and the dread necropolis back into a city.  

Jason walked through the streets now filled with unconscious but restored souls. He strolled, his sword dangling casually from his hand, red sigils glowing along the black blade. In the sky above, the butterflies faded away, revealing a starry sky and a bright, full moon. The moonlight washed over the city like a cleansing balm, as if clearing away the last of the filth. 

Jason stood in the middle of an empty market square, oddly clear of unconscious souls. The moonlight shone off the freshly cleaned cobbles, slicked wet from the damp night air. Shade bodies moved about, acting as scouts. With his aura disempowered, Jason’s normally potent senses were likewise diminished.

“You were right, Mr Asano,” Shade told him. “Acting at night on such a large target has drawn their attention.”

“How many?”

“I cannot be certain; they are effective at hiding themselves. I can confirm six, but I suspect as many as double that. How do you want to approach this?”

“Let them come. We’ll see what they’ve got.”

“Mr Asano, I will remind you that my brother has modified them specifically to hunt you. What they have may well be more than you are ready for.”

“Then I’m going to need you to rescue me.”

“I do not approve of your cavalier approach.”

“Umber doesn’t want me dead. He wants me miserable. Running and hiding.”

“Have you considered that he may have approached that by creating a threat you need to run and hide from?”

“I guess we’ll see.”

A sinister aura flooded the square, a cold and enervating sensation. Jason could sense multiple sources, all around him, yet they somehow combined to form a single force that pressed down on his spirit. It was aura suppression, but of a kind unlike any he’d experienced. Rather than crushing his aura down, it was felt like it was being siphoned away. 

“Mr Asano, I could—”

“No,” Jason said. “It will only work well once, so let’s save it for when it matters.”

Even with its attached power now at diamond-rank, Jason’s aura was insufficient to resist the combined effects draining it away. As his aura became fully suppressed, he felt access to his essence abilities cut off. His cloak remained, as did the power infused into his weapon, having already been out and ready. He would not be able to replace them should he need to, however, or use the active effects of his cloak. 

It was only after they were certain his powers were suppressed that the energy vampires stepped out of their hiding places, stepping out of alleyways and darkened corners. As Shade predicted, there was a full dozen of them. 

“So, you’re Jason Asano,” one of them said. “They were right about your arrogance. You should have run.”

Jason said nothing as he panned his head around, his orange and blue eyes shining from the darkness of his hood. 

“I’ve also heard you use the Way of the Reaper,” the vampire continued. “That is the fighting style of our order. Do you really think you can beat us with it?”

Jason remained silent. The vampire snarled and flung himself at Jason in a gold-rank blur. He seemed to pass right through Jason and keep going, crashing through a wall. The other eleven leaped into action immediately, lunging on Jason. 

*** 

Dawn led Helsveth and Team Biscuit into what she had told them was a parlour. It did have a variety of couches and lounging chairs but was spacious enough to contain a small town, three storey buildings included. 

“You could fit my entire academy in here,” Rufus said.

“Academy?” Helsveth asked. 

“My family runs a school,” he said absently as he continued to take in the sheer scope of the room. 

Belinda pulled a tray of filled shot glasses out from her storage space, but Humphrey waved at it with a prohibiting gesture. 

“Not now,” he said. “We may have had our fun, but that was in the private residence. This is the palace proper, and we must be proper in turn. We have seen the empress and emperor as Dawn’s parents, but what we see next will be the monarchs of an empire beyond all of our comprehensions. It’s time to put away frivolities and act with dignity, if not for our own sake, then for that of our hosts. If we act the fool, then we not only disrespect them, but shame them for having allowed us into these august halls. Do we all understand?”

Belinda put away the tray, but kept a rebellious expression on her face. 

“Jason would cause trouble,” she muttered.

“Jason’s impulse control has not made him a beacon of respect,” Humphrey said. “But you also know that he has worked hard to overcome those impulses and be more diplomatic. Regardless of how effective he may or may not have been, even he has come to see the value of treating people with respect. I expect the same from all of you.  Lindy, you are too smart and too cunning not to know how to do this, and why it matters.”

Belinda grumbled but there was no sincerity in it. 

*** 

Shadows danced under the moonlight. Vampires dashed and darted like piranhas around a chunk of meat, glinting blades lunging to bite. Jason’s cloak flared with stars, flowing around him like a living thing. The vampires hissed hunger and frustration as their swords and knives missed, Jason’s blade slicing them for their troubles. 

The vampires moved fast, but jerkily, forced to stop and start. Gold-rank speed could only do so much in the face of physics, and carelessness would send them tumbling across the ground or flying into walls. Jason could move just as swiftly but didn’t, not having his aura to control himself fully. He chose to confront the reckless pace of the vampires with precision and control, using and deception and positioning to counter their advantage in speed and numbers. He used their own advantages against them, leading them, in their uncontrolled haste, to interfere with one another as they rushed around.  

Where they stopped and started, Jason was ever on the move, always where he needed to be, and never where they expected. His shroud of darkness and stars masked his exact position as enemy blades stabbed through it, hitting nothing but air. Their overreach left them exposed to counter attacks, his blade glowing red as it sliced vampiric flesh. Jason’s powers were suppressed but his sword still left afflictions that consumed life force, leaving behind wounds that spread rot into the vampires’ bodies. It would take a lot to kill a gold-ranker, but Jason was happy to make as many cuts as required. 

The vampires were swiftly confused at the effectiveness of Jason’s tactics. They fought with the same style, had suppressed his powers and outnumbered him twelve to one, yet they were left dancing in the palm of his hand. They were not fools, however, and switched up their approach. They slowed themselves down, improved their coordination and stopped crowding in as uncoordinated individuals. They used their numbers as an asset instead of a liability, moving together to run him down and corral him in. 

Refusing to be penned in, Jason broke out of their encirclement. In breaking past, one the vampires’ weapons finally found purchase, even a grazing cut sending searing pain through Jason. He realised immediately that these were weapons derived from copying Thadwick’s own, highly effective against gestalt beings like him. He’d once been impaled by such a weapon, the resulting eruption of power annihilating a city. 

Jason ignored the pain, an old acquaintance he had little time for. Even as his blood splattered on the ground he was dashing into an alley, leading the vampires on a chase. They did not just follow blindly, only a few going down the alley. Other leapt onto rooftops or moved around buildings, aiming to flank and pin him in. What none of them noticed were the leeches crawling out of the pool of Jason’s blood as if it were a portal.

*** 

“Let me see if I am following this, Princess,” Anson said to Dawn. They were seated at a round table, along with Helsveth, Team Biscuit, the empress and the emperor-consort. 

“This friend of yours,” Anson continued, “is somehow gold-rank while also being an astral king, a god, and a great astral being.”

“He’s not completely any of those things,” Dawn clarified. “He’s not very much a god, definitely abnormal as an astral king, and far too mortal compared to other great astral beings. Even the Builder, who was mortal himself.”

“And he’s currently trapped in a corrupted afterlife,” Anson said. 

“Yes.”

“Well, that does answer a lot of long-standing questions. I’m not sure how any of that is of use to the Imperium, but I’m sure we’ll find some way to leverage it.”

“How we leverage it,” Dawn said, “is by using the time he is trapped to help raise his companions to diamond-rank. His team, and other allies I had ferried from their own worlds. We put them through our training programs.”

“How does that help us?” Anson said. “We have more and stronger diamond-rankers already.”

“It helps us because one day, Jason Asano is going to be a great astral being in the fullness of his power, and the Imperium will be a friend who helped him in his time of need.”

“Great astral beings don’t have friends,” Anson pointed out.

“No,” Orbis said, the emperor-consort breaking his silence. “But imagine the benefits if one did.”

Anson was a very smart man who was very good at his job, so he didn’t have to imagine for long. 

“Training programs,” he said. “I’ll have the program directors start drawing up a regimen immediately.”

*** 

Jason led the vampires on a merry chase through the alleys and backstreets of the city, all while the purified souls slowly roused around them. He had a few close calls, but Gordon intervened at several critical moments. Whenever Jason was pressured enough that a blow would land, Gordon was suddenly there, storming up in a cloud of blue and orange sparks to produce a shield. 

Finally, Jason led his pursuers back to the square where the battle had begun. The vampires pushing their speed to the limit to catch him ran headfirst into a hulking abomination that made the undead look pleasant by comparison. A mass of flesh the size of a school bus, nine grotesque necks stretched out like fat, distended snakes, each one terminating in a round mouth with layered rings of teeth. Most of the vampires managed to veer away, but three crashed right into it, the nine heads immediately moving to latch on to them. The remaining vampires took one look at the hideous thing and fled, disappearing into the night. 


Chapter 1034

A Man of Few Words

The city was freshly purged of undead corruption, with the populace still in chaos. At least half of them had been drawn from elsewhere in the realm, with no idea where they were. Even the natives were unsure of what was happening, although people from the castle Jason had liberated were trying to help. Despite not knowing much more, they had arrived to try and aid the confused population. 

This included the four Jason knew best; they now stood with him on a flat stone rooftop. Sunlight beamed down onto three captive energy vampires that were lying on the flagstones, each surrounded by a ring of writhing leeches. 

“You are certain they cannot escape?” Baloc asked, the orc’s hand resting on the handle of the axe strapped to his back. 

“I’m not sure about anything,” Jason said. “I don’t know what powers they have, or to what degree sunlight impedes them. I’m not very familiar with this variety of vampire, and these ones have been modified.”

“Vampire,” Yujin said, the robed human peering at the captives. “This is what they are called? They are a curious thing, not dead souls like us, but also not alive. I would say undead, but there is considerable life force within them.”

“There were vampires in my world when I was alive,” Baloc said. “They were blood drinkers. These smell different.”

“These are energy vampires,” said Lalia, the reptilian techno-knight. “They were the most common variety on my homeworld, but you are correct that these are modified. The sensors in my armour are giving anomalous readings. There appears to be some energy field connecting them.”

“They were altered to grant them access to this realm,” Jason explained. “Also to give them abilities they could use to hunt me.”

“These were sent to hunt you?” asked the wind fairy, Aeora. “They seem too weak, given your capabilities.”

“That energy field Lalia mentioned,” Jason said. “Enough of these things in one place and they can suppress most of my powers.”

“Most?” Aeora asked. “But not all.”

“I still have a few tricks up my sleeve,” Jason said, “but I can’t confront them directly if there are too many. I defeated them this time, but they’ll adapt. Learn what works and what doesn’t. Tease out what I can and can’t do under the power of their collective auras.”

“Kill them,” Baloc said. “The dead learn nothing.”

“Maybe,” Lalia said. “For all we know, that energy field allows them to share knowledge and experience, letting even the dead be teachers. Asano is wise to be cautious.”

“It’s also hard to kill gold-rankers of any stripe,” Jason said. “Basically impossible when most of my powers are suppressed. These things aren’t here to kill me so much as harry me constantly. Extend how long it takes me to escape this place.”

“We can at least kill these,” Baloc said. 

“And we might,” Jason said. “But first we interrogate them.”

*** 

Melissa Kohl was in way over her head. She had been for a long time, but the last few years had seen a level of escalation that beggared belief. Joining the Order of the Reaper had made sense. Shortly after turning twenty-one, her family had shared the truth. They had been a part of the order for centuries, carrying the torch for an organisation believed a long-dead historical footnote. 

She’d learned to fight from the ancient skill books. Learned to infiltrate and to kill. She was part of the Order in the greatest of times, as it once more rose from the darkness. Still hidden, but now a global power once more. Not as it had been in ancient days, but on the way. Melissa loved her life. The intrigue, the danger. Sowing the seeds of political strife one day and infiltrating an adventuring guild the next. 

As she rose through the ranks, she’d caught glimpses of trouble but had put them out of her mind. She still loved the life, even if oddities were appearing in the Order’s direction. Objectives of unclear value. Missions that didn’t seem to make sense. Behaviour in the leadership that went from strange to incomprehensible. It was easy to ignore at first. They were a secret society, so it made sense that there was a larger picture to which she was not privy. But as she rose through the ranks and got a better look at that picture, it looked increasingly like a cracked mirror. 

Missions started feeling like busywork as the Order waited on some unspecified event. Melissa’s careful, quiet attempts to uncover what was behind it all revealed a single, mysterious figure. It was in ultimate command of the Order and apparently had been throughout its reconstruction. She had not learned who or what the entity was before being faced with a choice that changed everything. 

The entire Order was to be turned into vampires. Every member had to decide: would they go along or turn their backs on the Order? Some fought. Some ran. Melissa did neither. She loved her essence powers and had no desire to turn into a monster, but she was too high up. Maybe some of the low-rankers had managed to escape, but there were too many eyes on her. For her, the choice was between being turned and being killed. She never accepted the change in her heart, even as the vampire’s curse changed her body.

What came next was hazy. Being turned into a blood vampire, then transformed into an energy vampire. Her mind had been transfigured as drastically as her body. There were whole years missing prior to her memories becoming coherent once more, and by then the Order was done. They were slaves now, to the shadow creature called Umber. Perhaps they always had been. 

They were given a new purpose, never asked if they wanted it. It was never even really explained. They would be sent to a place and set to the task of hunting a man. Where and why didn’t matter. They were placed under the command of the energy vampire who had changed them from blood drinkers into the more exotic vampires they were now. 

Upon being placed on this new world, they had been told to scatter. Move into groups and seek. Melissa had never imagined that, with an entire world, she would find Asano within days. Kinsey had taunted him, the foolish behaviour of a foolish man. Becoming a vampire had not changed that about him. Asano did not dignify Kinsey with a response, clearly being a man of few words. 

Her coterie did as they were taught, using their new abilities to suppress his power and attack. She had expected panic when his powers were shut down, leaving him surrounded by vampires. Perhaps a quick escape, if he kept a cool head. What she did not expect was a man who not only stayed calm and stayed put, but took the fight to them. 

Melissa knew that she was exceptional amongst the Order when it came to martial arts. Where most of her fellows has consumed their skill books and left it at that, she knew the books were just a beginning. Years were spent honing those gifted skills, making them her own. Turning magically bestowed reflexes into conscious choices. As a leader, she’d pushed her subordinates to do the same, although none had shared her zeal. 

By gold-rank, Melissa suspected that she was the greatest practitioner of The Way of the Reaper in the entire order. That should have made her the greatest practitioner in the world. Jason Asano did not just disabuse her of that notion, but shattered it so thoroughly that she was staring, dumbstruck in awe. Melissa was a master of her martial arts, but this man was an actual artist. What she had considered distinct moves were, in his hands, an effortless, infinite flow. It was less martial technique than the dance of a shadow fairy that pranced amongst them, playing them for fools. 

Melissa had been so struck at the spectacle that she’d failed to command her people as she should. This man did not waste her negligence, using their numbers against them as he remained untouchable. When she came to her senses, she was able to shift the battle, forcing him onto the back foot. Even so, he led them on a merry dance, bolting through the streets as the glowing eye creature with the cloak became his bodyguard. 

That creature was something she had been warned of, but that did not stop it from being a massive impediment. Of the other two creatures known to follow Asano, she had occasionally sensed the shadow entity, although it did no more than observe. The feeling she got from it was akin to that of Umber, the creature that had destroyed and enslaved the Order. 

The last of Asano’s familiars had not made an appearance, and that was her undoing. The man had led them away, far enough that they did not sense it taking its hideous form. Asano led them on a rambling trail through the streets and alleys, ultimately baiting them right into the beast. It snatched up Melissa, Kinsey and Lowell, the rest of the group scattering. Without her to lead them, and in the face of that abomination, it had been the right choice. 

The beast had not finished them, although she wished it had. The rings of teeth ground her flesh and bones, while its venom caused her flesh to rot and die. Unconsciousness had been a mercy, even waking up in the sunlight being a better fate. She listened to Asano and a group of strange people discuss them, staying silent as they did. In a small miracle, Kinsey did as well. 

It was a chance to gather information and get a good look at Asano. To her vampiric senses, he was strange, certainly not the human he appeared, but definitely alive. The others with him were something else entirely. She would have recognised if they were undead, even ones that hoarded life force, like vampires. They were not that, but her senses didn’t register them as alive, either. The human one claimed that they were dead souls, whatever that meant. 

She turned her attention back to her quarry, Jason Asano. She’d heard stories in her Order days, most of which were too outlandish to be even vaguely plausible. There was definitely something odd about him, though. The last she had heard, there was still a standing order for every Adventure Society Director to put their entire branch on standby if Asano arrived in their city. 

Melissa listened as the big one with green skin advocated for their deaths. 

“And we might,” Jason said. “But first we interrogate them.”

The restraint Kinsey had managed thus far was finally shattered. 

“You think you can make us talk?”

Asano let out a sigh as he looked down at the vampire. He made a dismissive gesture and a moment later, Kinsey was buried in a mound of leeches. It shifted as Kinsey thrashed from within and muffled screams told a story of torment. Gold-rankers did not die quickly, the screams and thrashing continuing at length. Melissa sensed Kinsey pushing to activate the powers robbed from him by the sun, now he was hidden by the leech mound.  

The lingering effects of the sun didn’t make it easy, but Melissa felt Kinsey’s powers draw close to activation. Then Asano’s previously unfelt aura descended. It lacked the power she had been expecting from what she’d heard of the man, but there was something in it that made her skin prickle with fear. There was something absolute within it, an authority that said that everything within it was his. Not just the territory or the people, but the very rules of reality. 

Melissa watched as the leech mound over Kinsey became clear as glass. It revealed his miserable state, bloody and blackened as dying flesh darkened with necrosis. Kinsey was exposed not just to Melissa’s gaze but also to the sun shining from a clear sky. His vampiric powers were cut off like a door had slammed shut. The meagre sliver of hope they had offered was gone, and all that was left was to wait. 

Not all of Asano’s companions watched Kinsey’s slow, horrifying demise. The human and the one that looked like a fairy turned away, moving as far away as they could from the moans and the stench. The acrid tang of blood mixed with the fetid reek of dead flesh. Asano's gaze did not waver, watching the vampire be slowly devoured, its own regenerative power only extending the torment. Melissa was not squeamish, being an agent of many deaths herself. Even so, this was beyond anything she had seen or done. Kinsey was not merely being killed but consumed, bloody chunks of him visibly entering the translucent leeches before slowly breaking down. His body grew back, fighting a slow, terrible and ultimately hopeless fight against his own consumption. He lived much longer than she would have expected, given how much of his body remained. His screams only stopped when his lungs were gone, but the life force within him kept what was left alive. One of the last parts to go was his wide, terrified eyes, most of the head already consumed. Only after the eyes were gone did the final scraps of his flesh stop twitching, only to be devoured soon after. 

“I was wondering how my aura would work,” Asano muttered to himself, his voice no more disturbed than if he'd been watching a performance at a festival. “The description was a bit vague, and changing the fundamental laws of reality isn't wildly intuitive, regardless of how many times I've done it.”

“Did you say ‘changing the laws of reality?’” the human asked, returning to see that no more of Kinsey was left than a wet stain. 

“Don't mind me,” Asano said. “Just thinking out loud.”

“Couldn't you have done that faster?” the big green one asked. 

“Yes,” Asano said absently as he turned to the third vampire, Lowell. “But their job is to slow me down, so I'm going to let them. Fewer leeches, this time, I think. Give the regeneration more time to work.”

“I... I'm willing to talk,” Lowell stammered. 

“I don't care,” Asano told him. “I don't think there's much you can tell me, and even if there is, I don't need three of you.”

Asano glanced at the stain sitting between Melissa and Lowell. 

“Two of you,” he corrected. 

“There is no pride in this,” the big green one said. “Kill them or let them go. Torture is not a warrior's way.”

“I'm not a warrior,” Asano told him. 

The fairy-like one drifted over. 

“Even so, I agree with Baloc,” she said, placing a hand on Asano's shoulder. “Whether you end them or not, do so with mercy. For your own sake, if not theirs.”

“My father would want me to do the same,” Asano said. “Mercy when I can. But these people will harry me wherever I go and whatever I do. I need them to understand that there is a price to pay.”

He gestured and the leeches crawled away, melting into blood as they reached Asano and seeped through his clothes, disappearing into his leg. 

“Go,” he told the vampires. 

“What about interrogation?” Baloc asked. 

“It doesn't matter,” Asano said. “They will do what they do, and so will I.”

Lowell scrambled to his feet and launched himself off the roof, as fast as he could move under the direct glare of the sun. Melissa lingered, looking warily at Asano. 

“There's a leader,” Asano said. “What does he call himself?”

“Thadwick Mercer.”

His eyebrows rose. 

“Still,” he muttered. “Interesting.”

“You know him?” Melissa asked. 

“I know the body. I doubt there's much of the man I knew left inside it. Why aren't you running?”

“Would it help?”

“No.”

“I'm used to that. I would have run years ago if it would have done me any good. Do you know the shadow creature? I think it calls itself Umber. You have one around you that feels similar.”

“They're brothers. How does it control you in this place? A vampiric sire?”

“Just helplessness. When there's nowhere to go, what else is there to do? There’s this place, and then the shadow monster waiting to take me away when we’re done here. Assuming I survive and he ever intended to keep his word the first place.”

Asano tilted his head as he looked her over, as if observing an art piece. 

“Do you know what you are?” he asked.

“Some kind of strange vampire that drinks magic instead of blood.”

“Do you understand the difference between a lesser vampire and a greater one?”

“No.”

“You are what is called a lesser vampire. Catch it early enough and you can be turned back by anyone with the power to purge curses.”

“You’re saying that it’s early enough for me?”

“No, you are long gone. That said, I can try something, if you're willing. Chances are it will kill you horribly.”

She looked over at the Kinsey stain. 

“More horrible than that?”

“Far more. It'll be worse than that even if it does work. You'll experience a torment unlike anything you've conceived of, and if you resist it, for even a single, reflexive moment, it will fail and you will die as horrible a death as I can imagine.”

“That doesn't sound appealing.”

“I know. But is going back and preparing to come after me again any more appealing?”

“It isn’t, no.”

“Then...?”

“Do it.”

“Jason, what are you going to do?” the human asked. 

“Something cruel,” Asano told him. “And, if I'm very lucky, something kind.”

Asano walked up to Melissa and placed a hand on her forehead. 

“I'm going to extend my aura into you now. All the way, soul deep. Once I begin, if you resist at all, your aura will be able to push me back and the process will end. If you're very, very fortunate, at that point, you'll die.”

Melissa took a deep, slow breath. 

“Do it.”

There were no words for the utter, mind-annihilating torment that scoured every mote of her being, mind, body and soul. Her eyes and mouth shot open, but she could not see and she could not scream. 


Chapter 1035 

Since You Experienced Normal 

 

Melissa stirred awake. She pushed open her eyes to find herself lying in a bed, a sunbeam coming through a window. She sat up and frowned, confused at the lack of a reflexive escape she would normally have made. Instead of an enervating force that sapped her strength and warped her mind, the sunlight was a soft and welcoming warmth on her skin. 

“I feel strange,” she muttered to herself.

“Do you?” Asano asked.

She looked around the room, finding it to be spacious and luxuriously furnished. She was in a huge four-poster bed, and Asano was in a plush armchair. He smiled as her gaze fixed on him. 

“What you might be finding,” he said, “is that it’s been so long since you experienced normal that you’re no longer used to it.”

“I don’t know if there is such a thing as normal anymore.”

“I know that feeling. Being an essence user is all about transforming ourselves. Creating a new normal, over and over.”

“I’m not an essence user anymore.”

He made a flicking gesture, and something appeared in front of her face. It was a system window, something she hadn’t seen since being turned as a vampire.

 

➢ The [Quilido Process] has excised [Curse of the Vampire]. 

➢ Access to essences has been restored. 

➢ Your body is undead. You have died. 

➢ [Aeora] has used [Breath of Life]. You have been resurrected. 

➢ [System Administrator] has designated all system messages as pending. 

➢ You have 67 system messages waiting to be viewed. 

“I thought it was best to not have you inundated with messages,” Asano told her. “Give you a chance to get your bearings. You went through a lot.”

Melissa was barely listening, trailing her fingers over her skin. Being a vampire, she assessed flesh and blood, and the energy flowing through them, as potential food. Even her own body had not been able to escape that pervasive instinct. Now, there was just the warmth of the sun, the gentle touch of her fingers on skin. No panic, no hunger. Just simple, pleasant sensations. 

“It was touch and go for a bit,” Asano continued. “There was no guarantee that Aeora’s magic would even work. It seems to be tuned to dead souls, now, but it got you up just fine. Apparently all that stolen life force that vampires carry around helped.”

She looked up at him, unsure of what to say. 

“Aeora was also the one who changed your clothes, in case you’re wondering,” he said. 

She looked down at her clothes, a long night shift. 

“I don’t understand what’s happening,” she said. 

He chuckled and pushed himself out of his chair. 

“Yeah, that’s basically going to be your day. I’d start with the system messages and go from there. There’s some clothes in the dresser. I’m going to go wipe out an undead city, but I’ll be back before dark. I imagine you’ll have some questions.”

*** 

Dawn had forgotten how ritualistic everything was when she was acting as princess of the Imperium. As First Daughter of the World-Phoenix, decorum had meant little more than that when she ordered, others obeyed. Practicality had always taken precedence over formality. Even that had been left behind decades ago as she took the solitary road to transcendence. She pictured Jason tearing through the Imperial Court like an impolite tornado and a smile played across her lips. 

“Daughter,” her father murmured and she schooled her expression.

She wasn’t even sure what this particular ceremony was for. She only had to stand there and look impassive, so it didn’t especially matter. Team Biscuit had managed to hold at least a basic level of decorum in public, itself a small miracle made possible by Jason’s absence. 

The moment the ceremony was over and she was out of the grand hall, her ceremonial robes and the ridiculous tall hat combusted into flames. Those flames danced around her before turning into a comfortable yellow dress and sandals. 

“While I do like to see you more relaxed these days,” her mother said, “do you have to do that in the hallway?”

“I’m going to see to my guests,” Dawn said, dodging the question.

*** 

In their only meeting in years, Dawn had explained to Jason his part in Knowledge’s plan, the involvement of the World-Phoenix and why she’d been forced to keep things from him. Even then, she had only been allowed to tell him under strict conditions, including his keeping that information from his own prime avatar. Still, they had been able to make plans, starting with Jason preparing the Earth for invasion, without knowing exactly why. 

Another step in the plan was preparing for the later stages of the war. As it stood, the Earth was off-limits to diamond-rankers. Once he was diamond-rank himself, the moment his power touched the Earth, that restriction would vanish. The goddess would flood the planet with every diamond-ranker she could muster and try to close out her conquest of the planet. 

The likelihood of Earth’s home-grown essence users being able to match that was nil, so other plans had been put in place. Jason and his group had not been the only dimensional travellers to depart the Earth, just the ones drawing all the attention. The cosmic pirate who had sworn himself into Jason’s service had taken his ship and headed for Pallimustus. 

Soramir Rimaros had been picked up on the way, plucked from his own cosmic adventures. He recruited every gold-ranker he could find in Pallimustus willing to aid Jason and even a couple of diamond-rankers willing to sign on. There was no keeping these activities from Knowledge, but there was also little she could do to stop it. While the other gods might have tolerated her expansionism into another world, on Pallimustus she was still the goddess of Knowledge. On that world, activities outside of her remit would not be tolerated. 

Dawn had guided these recruits to her world, awaiting the arrival of Jason’s team. Together, they would train up to diamond-rank or, in some cases, improve their aptitudes at that rank. After staying at the palace until Team Biscuit’s arrival, they had been moved to a domed district with a private training area. 

Dawn’s avatar took the form of a winged fire spider and flew over the edge of the city, the might of the sun blazing beneath her. On reaching another section of the city she approached the dome containing the training facility. Dome security were profoundly respectful, but did not skimp on their duties, scanning her personal crest carefully before allowing her access. 

This district mimicked a pleasant terrestrial setting, the dome above creating a replica of a clear blue sky. There were even artfully crafted breezes that carried the scents from trees planted around the district. The streets were wide and the buildings low, with simple architecture that favoured white and red colours. 

Dawn made her way through the streets swiftly and quietly, masking her presence. She slipped unnoticed through a gate into a walled-in garden, bigger than most town squares, complete with winding creeks and a massive pond. In an area of clear lawn, the people from Pallimustus were seated in rows. They were all in meditative stances under the watchful eye of Imperial instructors. 

Over, in, and around the pond, a host of familiars were playing around. By far the largest of them was a pair of long-tongued leaping hydras. Their brightly coloured skin and powerful-looking legs had the look of tropical frogs. The only difference between the pair was that one had an absurd moustache on each of its seven heads. 

Dawn waited in silence, watching over the quiet meditations of the adventurers. It would not be easy, training people from such a remote, isolated planet. Their entire world found gold-rank a struggle, and they had no programs to train diamond-rankers at all. Many would need to unlearn bad habits and unhelpful modes of thought before they could move forward. 

There were three diamond-rankers in the group already. Soramir Rimaros was mediocre by cosmic standards, but he had managed to transcend his world. He would never be amazing, but had the least work to do. Allayeth was an interesting one, held back by self-doubt as much as anything. She would need to stop thinking of herself as small before her true potential could be unleashed. 

Victor Volaire, the man once called the Mirror King, would be the most difficult case. After joining a confrontation between the gods and diamond-rankers of his world, the choice of one of his many children had brought his mind into conflict. Where his son had chosen to risk everything to fight a goddess, Victor had compromised to avoid facing her. Confronted with the boldness of his child, it had brought his own unwillingness to risk a true sacrifice into stark relief. Plagued with uncertainty, he had passed the throne and the Mirror King title to his son Lucian, and chosen to join the fight against Knowledge. 

The gold-rankers were, if Dawn was honest in her assessment, more interesting than promising. Team Biscuit itself held startling promise, especially given their home world, but the rest were a mixed bag. Especially the pair that had been raised on monster cores, only having had that taint removed recently with a process developed on Earth. They had, without question, the least potential of anyone granted elite Imperial training. From what she understood, they had both started out as thugs in a place that, even for their world, was a rustic backwater. Jason had faced and spared both, setting them on a road that none could have imagined leading here. Neither were the kind of people Dawn would have chosen for the fight ahead, but she knew that they were exactly who Jason would want. 

After the group broke up and went off for individual training, Dawn revealed herself to the head instructor. He was a man who looked to be a well-preserved fifty, despite his diamond-rank agelessness. 

“Your Highness,” he greeted, offering a deep bow.

“What do you make of them, August?”

“You’ve given me rough clay, Princess. Full of rocks and dirt and not much actual clay at all. While some of them have striking, if uneven talents, only Wexler and Remore are at a standard I would say belongs here. Some of the others are adequate, but most… I don’t understand why they’re here.”

“So you can teach them to fight a god.”

“I can’t fight a god.”

“Well, they’re going to do it anyway, so do your best. Given where they are from, the fact that any would reach your standards is amazing.”

“And where are they from?”

“A planet where astral magic was deliberately stunted to avoid the residents from joining the cosmic community.”

“And they want to fight gods?”

“No, they want to drink and have barbecues. But sometimes there are things you have to do, impossible or not.”

August raised his eyebrows in a sceptical expression. 

“At the risk of offending royalty, Your Highness, you’ve gone a little odd since leaving my tutelage.”

She leaned in to kiss his cheek. 

“And you, August, remain a treasure.”

*** 

Melissa found Jason atop the castle, leaning on a balustrade as he watched the sun drop below the distant mountains. He was silhouetted against a sky flowing from teal through gold and orange into umber, a few dark clouds dancing along the horizon. 

“You were right,” she told him. “I have questions.”

He turned to face her, his shape still dark with the light behind him. Only his glowing eyes showed any colour, their blue and orange almost looking a part of the sunset. 

“All those system windows answered a lot of them,” she said. “Reading between the lines answered more. What kind of aura ability lets you rewrite reality?”

“I honestly think it wouldn’t do most people much good, despite how it sounds. I just happen to have a lot of practise. As to why I have that much experience, it’s a long story that begins—”

“I don’t care why or how you can do it. Why did you do it to me, instead of what you did to Kinsey?”

“It wasn’t hard to see what he was. Or you. Perhaps he could have become more than what he was, but there’s only so much mercy I have time for.”

“What am I now?”

“A person. Beyond that, it’s up to you.”

“Is it? One of those windows said that you changed me.”

“It should have been more than one. You know you’re not a vampire anymore, right?”

“But you didn’t turn me back into what I was. Not completely.”

“You mean this,” he said and flicked at the air. A system window appeared between them.”

 

➢ You have been granted [Blessing of The System]. 

➢ [Human Ambition] has evolved into [Cosmic Child]. 

“You made me human again,” she said, “but not entirely. You took something human in me and changed it.”

“Technically, I offered you a change. On some level you accepted it, even unconsciously. Otherwise, it wouldn’t have happened.”

“Why?”

“Bringing you back from vampirism happened under less-than-ideal circumstances. I know how to do it, but normally the guy who developed the process takes the lead. It also usually happens in one of my places of power. Instead, I was winging it with my new aura power in a corrupted afterlife, with added complications on top. Normally, the process uses the life force a vampire has hoarded to restore their body to life. It’s straightforward, as resurrections go, as the soul is already in there. The thing is, I removed my ability to resurrect people a while back now. Had to get Aeora to use resurrection magic on you instead.”

“That doesn’t explain why you changed me.”

“The other complication is that you aren’t meant to be here. Umber had you shaped into a very specific variant of vampire to allow your presence. Removing your vampirism also removed your permission to stay. I don’t know if you would have been annihilated, or tossed out into the astral and then annihilated, but annihilation was very much on the table. I offered you something that would let you stay here. It’s not something I’ve ever done before, and I had no idea if it would even work. Sorry.”

“You forced a human gift evolution.”

“Again, offered, not forced. Admittedly, the alternative was annihilation, so not much of a choice. I imagine that’s why your subconscious accepted. That blessing will let you go places others can’t.”

“If you permit it.”

“If I permit it, yes. Neither of us should be in this place, but I have some circumstances that give me permission. The blessing allows me to extend that permission to you. It also gives you dimensional affinity, so you won’t get that moment of disorientation after teleporting.”

“I know about blessings and gift evolutions. They come from great astral beings.”

“Yeah.”

“You’re a great astral being. Like the Reaper.”

“Yeah.”

“That’s madness.”

He let out a chuckle. 

“Yeah.”

Melissa let out a sigh and her shoulders slumped. 

“It feels like each new thing that happens to me is more insane than the last.”

“I can sympathise.”

“What am I even meant to do now? I’m stuck in an afterlife, and I don’t think the people that brought me here will take me back.”

“I’ll take you, once I leave this place?”

“Which will be when?”

“I don’t know.”

“So, what do I do until then? Run around as your sidekick?”

“If you want. And if you can keep up.”


Chapter 1035 

Groundwork 

Dawn walked into the office of the diamond-rank trainer, August. It was a simple room, although the dark wood was an extravagance in a city located on a sun. August was reading a report from a holographic projector when Dawn arrived, and he stood up from behind his desk. She casually waved him back down. 

“Welcome back, Your Highness,” he said before sitting back behind the desk. She took one of the seats opposite. 

“It’s been a year,” she said without preamble. “How are they coming along?”

“You’re telling me that you haven’t been watching closely?”

“I’ve been making preparations at Interstice. We’re not too far from the new great astral being making his presence known.”

“His? It’s another elevated mortal?”

“Yes.”

“And it went so well last time with the Builder.”

Dawn smiled but didn’t let herself be dragged off topic.

“How goes the training?” she asked again.

“It’s been interesting. Normally, I’m given the best the Imperium has to offer, to draw out every measure of potential they have. The recruits who make it into this program are always exceptional, but rarely surprising. Wexler and Remore have been easy because they fit that mould perfectly. I’d recruit them to the Imperium, if I thought you’d let me. With the others, drawing out their potential is proving more complicated, but that isn’t a bad thing.”

“How so?”

“It’s forced me to examine how the program operates. To adjust our goals and methodologies. I have been focused for centuries on training the very best. Those who are comprehensively impressive in every metric, even before I get my hands on them. Those who are outstanding in some areas while having shortfalls in others do not normally make it here.”

“But we do train them. The Imperial forces aren’t just nine people you’ve taught personally.”

He gave her a flat stare. 

“Yes, the Imperium as a whole trains more than just the most exceptional, plucked out of trillions. But our most elite training programs, as overseen by me, do not.”

“So, you finally realise there are more than those nine people?” Dawn teased. 

“I’m not sure I like what your time away from the Imperium has done to you, Princess. My point, Your Highness, is that instructing your guests has shown me that I may have overlooked people who belong in our most elite training programs. Whose accomplishments are only possible because of the imperfections that led me to reject them. We’ve been kicking them down to lower-tier training programs, and I believe that, in some instances, that is a mistake. I’ve already started expanding our recruitment criteria for the elite level programs to be more diverse.”

“You’re not concerned about diluting our top-level talent?”

“There will be problems in the short term, of course, but I’ve realised that we’ve become narrow-minded. In weeding out every recruit with any flaw or weaknesses, we’ve missed out on bring some astonishing talents to their full potential, and that is the Imperium’s loss. If nothing else, the attempts to recruit them have demonstrated that we’ve been overlooking something.”

“Recruitment?”

“The Ordis Academia has been persistent in trying to lure away Standish and Callahan, and I’m not entirely sure we should keep stopping them. By all accounts, their accomplishments relative to the backwater they were raised in are exceptional. Imagine if they had Imperial educations. And I know that Anson Cazus has been sniffing around Estella Warnock. Warnock will never be a quality combatant, which is the focus of our training here, but espionage training? I’d like to keep Callahan and Standish, but supplementing their training could be of benefit. As for Warnock, if Cazus sees potential I do not, that may be a better pathway for her. All of this, of course, is up to you. You brought them in and it’s your decision.”

“It’s their decision, August.”

“This is the Imperium and you are its immortal princess.”

“And these people defy kings, gods, great astral beings. I brought them here so they’re better equipped to do just that. They choose their own way, August. It’s what defines them.”

“I cannot teach them how to fight gods. I couldn’t teach the best of the Imperium to do that. You can take the greatest talents and give them the greatest training, but you can’t give them the will to face the creator of universes, or death itself.”

“I know. That’s why these are the people I’ve brought you. They may not have the greatest talent, but they do have the will. And you, yourself, have said that you’ve learned the virtues of the imperfect. You said Remore and Wexler meet your standards, but what of the others? Who stands out?”

“Humphrey Geller and Neil Davone have surprised me. While each have some oddities in their power sets, they’re both quite archetypal in their roles.”

“And that’s a problem?”

“The very best carve their own path. Remore and Wexler have less conventional power sets that let them draw out their unique strengths to the full. Geller and Davone are right down the line, walking well-trodden paths. Those roads are well-trodden for a reason, but to be truly exceptional requires people who are the exception. I initially believed that the commonality of their power sets would limit their ability to express their individual talents, but the limits proved to be in my way of thinking.”

“Oh?”

“Again, it comes down to overlooking those whose potential is more uneven. In isolation, my initial assessment of Geller and Davone was accurate. It’s only when you place them alongside the people we’ve been passing over that their true value is demonstrated.”

“How so?”

“Take Geller, as an example. We train our people to be versatile and adaptable to any group. Geller has taken the opposite path, going all-in on his team, and his team specifically. He’s a brawler, which means hitting faster and harder than the next person, but for half as long. Geller has built his combat style around leveraging the aptitudes of his team members to surpass his limitations. He hits even harder, even faster, and he just doesn’t stop. Instead of being reliable in critical moments, he’s an unstoppable force, never letting up the pressure. By relying on his team, he becomes the rock they rely on in turn.”

“And Davone?”

“Similar to Humphrey, although less flashy. Davone is a classic protective healer, the kind that goes overlooked because their efficiency, timing and battlefield awareness can easily go unnoticed. Davone isn’t some wild talent, but his reliability and consistency are critical in a team whose members have the strengths of their weaknesses. He makes the unreliable reliable, and the inconsistent consistent. Between him and Geller, they lay a solid foundation for a team very different to the kind we train here. They take what shouldn’t work and make it thrive.”

“Are you suggesting we change how we train our most elite forces in response to a ragtag group from some nothing planet?”

“Hardly anything that drastic, Princess. Much of what has been a revelation to me is well known to the instructors working in the lower-tier programs. The problem is me. I’ve been chasing perfection so long that I forgot that it’s the imperfect who produce the real surprises. I’m simply going to start incorporating methods and recruits that have previously been kept out of our highest-tier programs. The bulk of our elites will be as they have always been, but a few unconventional groups given our highest level of training could become valuable assets. Unconventional solutions to unconventional problems.”

“A benefit to the Imperium.”

“Indeed. Such groups must be made up of those who are still exceptional, however, albeit in quite specific ways. To be honest, the bulk of the people you brought to me do not belong here.”

“All I ask is that you do what you can. Tell me about them.”

“They’re interesting. Hard workers, but mostly unremarkable. It’s clear they come from a world where reaching diamond-rank is an exceptional rarity. They’ve laid none of the groundwork because  they don’t know how. Team Biscuit are clearly an exception to this, which I assume is your doing?”

“Not just mine, but yes.”

“I’ll get the gold-rankers to diamond, but expect them to rapidly stagnate thereafter. I’m not saying they can’t get stronger, but it will be slow going. Training people like that is beyond the scope of what we can offer here.”

“And the three who were already diamond?”

“Rimaros and Volaire have already drawn out the bulk of their potential. We’ve done what we can with their more obvious deficits, but the truth is that they will not grow stronger any time soon. To be frank, Princess, they would offer more value in your direct service than looking for strength when there’s no more to be found.”

“I will speak with them. What of the third diamond-ranker?”

“Allayeth has been something of a pleasant surprise. Somewhere along the line, she’s convinced herself that she wasn’t remarkable. All of your recruits need time with our therapist healers, but she needs it more than any of them, except perhaps Callahan. Once she stops becoming her own barrier, I believe that Allayeth will flourish. To what degree, I could not tell you, but there is definitely value in keeping her here in this program for now.”

“How long are we talking before the golds rank-up?”

“You should know that’s a question with no good answer, Princess. We each have our own pathway, and while we can be hustled along, we ultimately move at our own pace. Team Biscuit will be the first, obviously, but we’ll get them all there in the end.”

*** 

Dawn was having a quiet and casual morning tea with the Pallimustus diamond-rankers. Quiet and casual, to the annoyance of the Imperial princess, meant only six butlers on hand to meet their every need. She had been questioning her guests on how and why they had come to be here. She had encountered all three during her time on Pallimustus, when she was warning them of the Builder’s invasion, but her interactions with them had been mostly brief. 

Only Soramir Rimaros had spent any real time with Dawn, and his story was known to her. He was the only one to have left Pallimustus on his own steam, giving him a cosmic perspective many on his world lacked. He’d recognised what Dawn’s involvement with his planet and her focus on Jason had portended. He’d been preparing to do what he could ever since. 

Where Soramir was one of the most powerful and respected of Pallimustus’ diamond-rankers, Allayeth was just the opposite. 

“In the eyes of most,” Allayeth explained, “I wasn’t much more than a powerful gold-ranker. I kept many of my mortal ties and didn’t participate in the oh-so-secret diamond-rank collective.”

Soramir hid a laugh behind his teacup. 

“It’s not like they were beating down my door, either,” she continued. “I’d positioned myself as guardian of Yaresh, a city-state most people hadn’t even heard of. It was hardly the Storm Kingdom or the Mirror Kingdom.”

She gestured at Soramir and Victor, the men who had established those nations. 

“Why did you both put ‘kingdom’ in the name, by the way?” she asked. “Did you think people wouldn’t know?”

It was Dawn’s turn to smother a laugh at the awkward expressions of the two dynastic founders. 

“The point is,” Allayeth continued, “that I wasn’t surprised that no one told me about the anti-god insurrection they all planned.”

“That is not how I would categorise it,” Victor said.

“You’re right,” Allayeth said. “You’re hardly standing up to the gods when your first act is capitulating to one of them.”

Victor opened his mouth to defend himself, but the stopped and nodded. 

“We had the best of intentions,” he said. “The gods had been going off the rails for a long time, but it was the revelation about Disguise taking over Purity’s role for centuries that finally moved us to act. The gods had to have known, yet they hid it from their own followers. We decided to do something, but there were limits. We can’t fight gods directly, only impede the activities of their followers. And some gods offered unique challenges due to their areas of influence.”

“Knowledge being at the top of that list,” Soramir said.

“Precisely,” Victor confirmed. “As a monarch, I had responsibilities. If I extended beyond my means to protect my kingdom, I would have failed them as a king. That was made very clear when we’d barely started discussions and one of Knowledge’s diamond-rankers approached us. Every plan we had, she knew the moment it was conceived. Any step we took, she would know how to counter. When she wanted to retaliate, she would know exactly how to hurt us.”

“I understand that responsibility,” Soramir said. “It’s why I stepped away from the Storm Kingdom. My people did not deserve and could not handle the repercussions of diamond-rank conflict.”

“Knowledge could shut down our plans as fast as we could make them,” Victor continued. “But she made us an offer. She would keep our plans hidden from the other gods, so long as we held off until her own preparations were done. We had doubts, of course. We didn’t know what she was scheming, at least at first. She told us enough to be certain that her plans were targeted outside of Pallimustus, so we went along. Once we realised she was invading another world, we discussed the ramifications of that. In the end, we held the line. Confronting our own gods was already daunting; we didn’t have the resources or ability to try and save another world entirely.”

“Yet, here you are,” Allayeth pointed out. Victor looked at her for a long moment, then gave a sombre nod. 

“I’ve had many children over the centuries,” he said. “They are each special in their own way. As much as I’ve seen, they always find ways to surprise me. The prerogative of the young, I suppose. My first instinct was to be angry at Asano for not bringing my son home to me. It didn’t take me long to realise that Valdis would have chosen to stay on Earth. To stand against the god that I would not. When you came to my door, Soramir, I took the chance to seize a little of my son’s boldness. I left my throne and title as Mirror King to another of my sons, Lucian. It now falls to him to keep the kingdom clear of the battles between gods and diamond-rankers. And of my actions.”

“You can’t believe it’s that simple,” Allayeth said.

“Of course not, but it was as much as I could do. Now, I’m not even sure what I accomplished, if anything. I’ve been in this strange place while my son is fighting on a planet I’m apparently not even allowed to visit.”

“That ends soon,” Dawn said. “I’ve been making preparations of my own, but I could use some aid. I won’t draw on the resources of the Cult of World-Phoenix.”

“Why not?” Soramir asked. “You’re a hierophant of the cult. They’d do anything for you.”

“Yes, they would, but that wouldn’t be appropriate.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m laying the groundwork for the Cult of the System. Are you willing to help me?”


Chapter 1037 

Considerably Concerned 

Over the course of a year, Jason had cleansed numerous villages, towns and cities, in the corrupted afterlife. The souls within, purged of taint by Jason’s ghostly fire, were connected to the land, which grew more vibrant as the souls within it were freed. Jason was sauntering along a busy street that would not have been out of place in medieval Europe, if Europe were populated by bizarre interdimensional warriors. He only noticed at the last second as a figure shot from the shadow of a roof’s underhang, a punching dagger aimed at his neck. 

The attack was a blur of movement, too quick to dodge fully. What would have been an impaled throat become a gouged neck and the attacker was on him, too close for Jason to draw his sword. Instead of trying to break away, he grabbed the attacker and pulled her close, ramming his forehead into her nose with a sharp crack. She staggered back, dropping her dagger as she put both hands over her face, blood leaking through her fingers. 

“You broke my nose!” she complained nasally.

“You stabbed my neck,” Jason pointed out, using crystal wash to clear the blood from the already-healed wound.”

“How is your regeneration so strong?” Melissa asked. “After a year in this place, my power level has been dragged down to the beginning of gold-rank.”

“As has mine. I just have a lot of recovery powers.”

“What was with that headbutt?”

“What do you mean?”

“The Way of the Reaper is meant to be an elegant style for assassins, not thugs banging heads together.”

“You may have been caught up in the romance of your assassination fantasy and overlooked a simple fact: a fighting style is for fighting. For killing. That’s true whether you’re an adventurer fighting monsters or an assassin murdering people. What matters is what works. You’d never catch me saying that it’s not about fighting monsters but how good you look doing it. That headbutt may not have been elegant, but it knocked you right out of your combat trance, immediately diminishing your effectiveness.”

“At this point I’d settle for pushing you hard enough that you had to use yours.”

“I always use mine. I’m in my combat trance right now.”

“What do you mean, you’re in it right now?”

“When mastery of your trance reaches a state of completion, you can slip in and out of it at will.”

“I know that, but how are you holding a conversation? Doesn’t it mess with your head? When I concentrate enough to enter my combat trance, my entire being focuses on myself, my target and my environment. I can’t string three words together.”

“That’s because you have an assassin power set, whereas I’m an affliction skirmisher. Your powers are all about the moment, so your combat trance is as well. Utter focus on being invisible until you pinpoint and maximise the key moment of attack. My combat trance is broader and more strategic. It helps me spot where I should be, or where I shouldn’t. Where an ally needs help or a weak link in the enemy can be exploited. The trade-off is that I don’t share your focus. Moment to moment, blade to blade, yours is superior. I’ve done the kind of training you wouldn’t believe if I told you, yet I have swordmaster friends who still outpace me in raw technique. Their combat trances are simply better suited to the task. They’re better at direct confrontation while I’m better at avoiding that to murder everyone around them. Then they kind of just fall over and die without ever actually fighting me properly.”

She looked at him from under raised eyebrows. 

“You kind of have evil powers, don’t you? And I’m an assassin saying that. This can’t be the first time you’re hearing it.”

“It may have come up. Let’s go get some lunch.”

They set off down the broad boulevard, filled with boisterous hunters and warriors. Some strolled down the street while biting into haunches of cooked meat taken from street vendors. Others carried kills with them, beasts slung over their shoulders. Their violent interaction had garnered only minimal interest from the crowds, with more than one similar clash taking place in the time they’d been talking. 

Jason had learned that this afterlife had originally been akin to the Elysian Fields: a place for heroes and champions to spend the hereafter in revels, battles and hunting. Boisterous and combative individuals were to be found all over, and there was no death awaiting the already dead. 

“I’m worried about the vampires,” Melissa told Jason as they strolled. “I think these minor skirmishes they’ve been throwing at you are more than just wariness of you killing them. They’re trying to lull you into a false sense of safety before making their big move.”

“I agree. They’ve seen enough of my patterns and methods to plan a major attack. We’ll know it’s the real deal when Thadwick shows himself. I think he’s been holding off so I don’t get a sense of how potent the power of his sword will be on me.”

“How bad to you think?”

“Disastrous. I’ve seen how dangerous the other weapons are to a gestalt entity like this avatar, and they’re just imitations of what Thadwick has. I suspect that, without my soul to bind it together properly, this avatar will fall apart if the real thing even touches me, but touching me is the trick. He knows how elusive I am in a fight. How skilled. Even with our power levels normalised, I’m taking his vampires on in groups and winning. He loses a few every time.”

“He’s got more. A lot more.”

“Yes, and he won’t commit them fully unless he’s confident they can set me up for a definitive strike from his sword.”

“How long do you think he’ll wait?”

“He’ll make his move before I hit diamond. If I break the seal on my soul, I can tap into my full power. The sword may work less well then, or not at all.”

“Or it might still have full effect.”

“Maybe, but I’ll be able to pull in a replacement avatar at that point.”

“You’ll have to do better than the one you have now,” Raythe said, stepping out of the crowd. “Once you reach diamond rank, you’ll need avatars significantly more sophisticated than your current example.”

“I saw one that the leader of the messengers was using,” Jason said. “It was a work of art.”

“As yours will need to be. As of diamond-rank, you draw much closer to possessing a true prime avatar, and you’re not just another astral king. You will need an avatar as good or better than Jamis Fran Muskar if you intend to express even a portion of your true power.”

“Is that why you’ve come for another prison visit? To teach me?”

“Yes.”

“This isn’t going to be a quick seminar situation, is it?”

“It will be a lengthy endeavour. I will need to visit this realm as much as I can around my other duties.”

“Okay, but first we’re having lunch. You want in?”

“I have time.”

*** 

The corruption of the afterlife was centred in the souls it contained. As the souls were purified, so was the land beneath them. This included the animals and magical beasts of the land that many of the souls spent eternity hunting. The largest city liberated so far was unusual compared to many of the others. Rather than a collection of stone and wood that would have fit into Earth’s Middle Ages, it was a metropolis of steel and glass. Unlike other cities, however, it had not been returned to a pristine state of recovery. It remained a ruin, the jungle surrounding it encroaching heavily. Some buildings had collapsed entirely, while others were reduced to leaning frameworks in imminent danger of toppling. Trees grew through cracked streets and vines climbed over shattered freeways and crumbling cathedrals; futuristic vehicles lay crashed and scattered, some sticking out of the sides of buildings, high above the ground. 

Jason walked the streets alongside Shade and Gordon, the latter using his eye orbs to gawk like a tourist. Leading them was Yujin, one of the few humans in this afterlife. He had the temperance of a monk from Earth and the combat skills of a monk from a video game. 

They were not alone in the city, but there were far more beasts than people. They would occasionally spot another soul stalking a creature, although it was not always easy to tell hunter from animal. What looked like an upright bear with four legs, a loincloth and a spear paused from stalking a deer-like creature when it spotted their group. It stared briefly before nodding and returning to its task. 

“It was like this before the corruption,” Yujin explained, gesturing at a ruined and overgrown storefront. Jason didn’t recognise the language on the dirty, faded sign, but his translation power allowed him to read it. It was some kind of food store, although what it sold he didn’t know.

“What’s comipo?” he asked.

“Street food,” Yujin explained. “Similar to makale.”

“I don’t know what that is either.”

“You can buy them from carts in some of the liberated cities. Not this one, obviously, but I can show you, if you like.”

“Please and thank you. Why headquarter out of this city, if it’s a ruin?”

“While the city’s condition is dire, it contains some of the most advanced magitech in the realm. Lalia understands enough that she’s been able to repair tools that will be useful in monitoring the corruption. She has apparently sent machines into the sky to float around and watch the ground.”

“Satellites?”

“I believe that was the word, yes.”

“She’s been busy while I’ve been clearing towns and baiting vampires.”

“We all have. The people of this realm are deeply individualistic, but we have been forming organised groups to confront the corruption as it tries to reclaim territory. We can explain more once we arrive.”

Yujin pointed out a skyscraper that was mostly intact, a glass edifice with little more damage than dirty or broken windows. There were even lights on some of the upper floors. 

“I’m sensing something in there,” Jason said. “Kind of like mana lamps that let you conduct high-end rituals in low-magic areas. This is more complex, though.”

“Lalia managed to scrounge up and repair something to give the building power,” Yujin explained. 

“Likely some version of a mana reactor,” Shade said. “They are typical power sources in advanced magitech societies.”

They went into the building, through the hole where a rotating door has once been. The twisted metal frame and shattered glass of the door were found inside, in a large atrium. 

“It looks like a corporate lobby after a superhero battle,” Jason said. “Are you seeing that?”

He pointed past a stone-top reception desk that had been broken in half to a bank of four elevators. One had doors too dented to open, while another had no doors at all, exposing an empty shaft. The third did have an elevator, but the doors were held open by what looked like the back half of a speedboat. 

“I’d love to hear the story behind that,” Jason said as Yujin led them to the last, and only functional elevator. As the doors closed on them, Jason couldn’t help but stare at the sign reading ‘do not use elevators during fire or emergency.’

When the doors opened to admit them to the top floor, it was a complete change from the dilapidated atrium. A single room occupied most of the floor, with sparkling floor tiles, clean walls and intact windows looking out over the city. A glass-walled conference area and three doors labelled as bathrooms were the only sealed-off spaces. It was set up as some kind of command centre, a briefing area facing a large screen and a central console around which three people were standing. 

Lalia, the lizard-like techno-knight was wearing a sleek body suit, her armour on a rack by the wall, alongside what looked like a series of ray guns. Aeora, the wind fairy, was draped in diaphanous fabric as pale as she was, a stark contrast to Baloc, the hulking orc. The console in front of them was hexagonal, projecting a hologram of the planet above it. Jason wondered absently how far the afterlife realm extended beyond the solitary planet, as there did seem to be a sun at the very least. He kept his questions to himself, however, as Baloc was talking. 

“…we’ve now confirmed that if we fight the corrupted and get taken down, the corruption does take us over again. The inverse is not true, unfortunately, and the uncorrupted taking down corrupted does not purge them of their condition. They will just get back up and keep fighting, even if we annihilate them. I saw one reform out of thin air with my own eyes.”

“Meaning we must continue to rely on Asano as the main source of purgation,” Lalia said. “We’re focusing our efforts defensively, working on holding cities and evacuating smaller population centres when corrupted forces move on them.”

“Is that happening a lot?” Jason asked. 

The three turned to look at him. 

“To an increasing degree,” Lalia said. “The population of the realm that remains corrupted is unintelligent, so far as we know, but as a whole, the corrupted are demonstrating what seems to be a collective will. We’ve been observing them and they appear to be reacting to the territory you’re retaking.”

“And by territory, she means people,” Aeora clarified. “The land seems to react to the people on it. Uncorrupted people, uncorrupted land. Tainted people, tainted land.”

“Reacting how?” Jason asked. 

“In two ways, that we can see,” Lalia explained. “One is that we’re seeing movements to retake regions you’ve claimed. We tried fighting them, but we’ve shifted to evacuation, for the most part. Consolidating in the more defensible areas. Landscapes that make natural defence points, like mountain passes, or cities defensive measures. The more archaic cities have large walls, usually with embedded enchantments. The more advanced ones have emplaced weapons, although most are non-functional. We’ve been working to get them online, but we’re struggling to find people. Not many of us are from societies with developed magitech, and few of those that are turned out to have relevant skills. I’ve been recruiting engineers, scientists, anyone with magitech knowledge.”

“We aren’t the only one consolidating, though,” Baloc said, the big orc’s voice distractingly deep and sensual. He had thus far resisted Jason’s attempts to cover Barry White songs. “The satellites have revealed that deeper in corrupted territory, they’re starting to collect themselves. Where they do, we see them acting in more organised fashion. It’s as if the more of them there are in one place, the smarter they become. Closer to an actual intelligence.”

“Some kind of undead hive mind?” Jason posited.

“That’s what we’re thinking,” Lalia said. “What we don’t have is any idea of what to do about it.”

“You think I should go deep?” Jason asked. “Try cleansing one of these collectives and see what happens?”

“Not at this stage,” Lalia said. “We’d like to keep observing for now.”

“More importantly,” Baloc said, “we need to avoid pushback from the areas you’ve already purged. Evacuating regions where the corruption is counterattacking only works when we have the right places to withdraw to. We need to carefully maintain that territory or we’ll get undead hordes moving in to reclaim what you’ve already taken.”

“None of us want to end up corrupted again,” Aeora said, getting firm nods of agreement. 

“We would like to start being more strategic in how we attempt to purge the realm,” Lalia said, “but obviously that is predicated on you, Jason. Your ghost fire is the only effective weapon we have, and I’d like to use our new satellite network to make the most of it. The question is, are you willing to let us plan out when and how you move?”

“Of course,” Jason said, “but I’m considerably concerned by their apparently growing intelligence.”

“As are we all,” Aeora said. “What happens when enough of the corrupted come together is an open question.”

“That we’ll get the answer to whatever we do,” Baloc said. “For now, we should keep working. Plan our next moves against the corruption right in front of us, as well as what to do about the vampires.”

“Absolutely,” Jason agreed. “On a side note, does anyone know where I can get a makale?”


Chapter 1038 

A Hammer to Shake the World 

The bridge between Pallimustus and Earth was not a perpetually open door. Instead, it served to ease the requirements on dimensional travel that was normally resource and skill intensive. So long as travel was between one island in the Storm Kingdom and one abandoned town in the Australian outback, the astral magic involved was relatively cheap, easy and safe. 

Arriving, on the other hand, was less safe. The Divine Army of Knowledge had annexed the island at the Pallimustus end of the bridge, and while it was politically contentious, the Storm Kingdom had not made moves to reclaim it. Yet. On the Earth side, humanity had established a dense ring of emplaced defences, although they did not expect them to last. The Knowledge Army did not disappoint, using a magitech nuke to wipe out the base that had once been an abandoned small town. 

Even then, arriving through the bridge was a fraught affair. Every soldier Knowledge sent through was pounded by attacks from Earth’s defenders, fighting over ground reduced to glass by nuclear fire. Only wave after wave of gold-rankers was enough to push the Earthlings back. Gold-rankers were notorious hard to kill, yet Knowledge sacrificed them in catastrophic numbers to establish a foothold on Earth. 

Earth could not match that level of sacrifice. Each gold-ranker was precious, and the defenders did not have the same stomach for loss as the goddess. The Church of Knowledge, was less shy in spending lives, their faith and zeal washing away fear and doubt in pursuit of glory for their goddess. As a result, the Earthlings were pushed back, their tactical retreats reaping lives but ceding ground. 

With the dimensional bridge secured, the Knowledge army was able to act with less reckless abandon. They expanded strategically, eschewing the expected targets of Melbourne, Sydney and the Australian capital, Canberra. Instead, they staged a lightning raid of Darwin, in the far north. Using that as a gateway into Asia, they made punitive attacks against Indonesia and other South-East Asian nations, pushing them onto an unexpected back foot. They claimed no territory, simply causing as much destruction as possible before pulling back. 

The result was that Australia’s geographically closest allies acted with caution as the Knowledge Army turned its gaze back to Australia.  What would have been eager support was now cautious, allies wary of further incursions upon their own nations. In Australia, there were only a handful of major population centres, relative to their nation’s size. The invaders swept over them one by one, starting with the more isolated Perth and Adelaide before turning towards Melbourne. 

The Battle of Melbourne, a year after the invasion began, was the hardest fought since the arrival of the invaders. The cities of Earth were not built to withstand gold-rank conflicts, and by the end of the first day, Melbourne was devastated. By the fifth, it was a wasteland. The population had been evacuated; the single concession both sides had made was to allow civilians to escape the war zones. Knowledge wanted worshippers once her holy war was over. 

Days after the battle, a fleet of flying ships was in the air above Sydney. Aboard the flagship, in the command-and-control centre, Grand Marshal Michael Mills stood in front of a panel of monitors that covered one wall. Each had separate footage of the fighting in Melbourne and the aftermath. 

As Grand Marshal of the Earth Defence Joint Initiative, Michael was the inaugural Commander in Chief for the unified military might of planet Earth. Standing behind him, also watching the footage from Melbourne stream in, were civilian representatives of the most powerful groups and nations on Earth. Together, they looked at the rubble that had once been a city of over five million. 

“I know you have concerns,” Michael said, not turning his gaze as he addressed the people behind him. “We need to stop thinking of this as a war in any way we understand it. This is a war from myth and legend. Our enemy is a goddess; her objectives are metaphysical. Her only concern is meeting the conditions of the Laws of Intrusion that will allow her to come to our world in person. She doesn’t care about what destruction she wreaks. She’ll raze cities to the ground to show that she can, so long as there are souls to worship her when it’s all done. She’ll rebuild civilisation from scratch if she has to. Winning territory only matters because it shows that she won it. A mark on the board. We won’t worship her, so she has to take what is ours to make it hers. Once she has it all, it won’t matter what we want anymore.”

“All we have been doing is falling back,” the Indonesian representative said. “Because you do not show strength, my nation was attacked. If we do not show this army that we will stand and fight, they will think they can strike us with impunity!”

“Good,” Michael said. “We have two pathways to win this war. The first is to hope that Jason Asano hasn’t had something done to him he can’t come back from, figures out how to stop a god and then comes back to do it. I don’t like that plan because we can’t do anything but buy time in the hope the something we don’t know, somewhere we can’t see, happens at some time between too late and never.”

He broke his fixation on the video feeds and turned to face the group. 

“The other path is we win. Not some saviour from another world, but us. The people of Earth.”

“Jason Asano is from Earth,” said Lina Karadeniz, the Asano Clan representative. 

“Yes,” Michael agreed. “He is from Earth, but he hasn’t been of Earth for some time. Long before I ever met him, I would say. As he has said himself, on numerous occasions. I am not downplaying what Jason Asano has done for this world, up to and including giving us the ability to fight this war at all. But he gave us that power because he realised it would be up to us to fight it. Don’t get me wrong, Ms Karadeniz, if he wants to show up and end all of this today, I’ll be more than happy to make my next plan be for his enormous parade, but I don’t think he will. Unless the Asano Clan knows something we do not about where he is and what he’s doing?”

Lina shook her head. 

“We don’t, although we believe that he’s getting stronger. The aura that permeates clan territory has grown stronger and…”

“And?” Michael prompted.

“There have been oddities that we suspect might be related to the aura, but we can’t be sure.”

“Oddities?”

“Relating to certain rules of physics.”

“Isn’t altering the laws of physics the very nature of magic?”

“Yes, which is why we aren’t sure. Our researchers are also speculating that the concentration of magic in clan territory may be interacting with the physical world on a quantum level. I don’t pretend to understand it.”

Michael nodded. 

“I do think that serves to highlight my point. As much as Jason Asano has done for this world, his fate is unknown. Whatever challenges he is facing right now, they are beyond us. Perhaps beyond our comprehension altogether. Relying on his potential intervention to save us is a level of optimism just shy of rubbing lamps in the hope that a genie pops out. That leaves our second path. One that I would hope that your respective military strategists will have filled you in on, as it not a secret.”

His glance at the Indonesian representative was brief. 

“The force put together by the goddess of Knowledge is not infinite. We are a planet and they are a church, one of many. Granted, it’s full of very strong individuals, as their world has been teaching people how to be strong for thousands of years. But you know what I didn’t call them? An army. I called them very strong individuals because that’s what they are: individuals. Their world is stunted in terms of developing a military because the power in in the hands of each person. But here on Earth, what we’ve been doing for thousands of years is getting better at war. Armies, navies. Strategy, tactics, the tools of war. Yes, person to person, they are mostly stronger. But we a not one church, or any other singular institution. We are a world in its entirely, unified in purpose. Which is the long way of saying that there are more of us than there are of them. We have the numbers and, more importantly, the understanding how to use them. Give these invaders a thousand people and they have a thousand strong people. Give us a thousand people and we have a hammer to shake the world.”

“How certain are we of an advantage in numbers?” the US representative asked. “We have no intelligence on what they have access to in the other world. They certainly weren’t reticent about letting their people die in the early stages of the war.”

“No, they were not,” Michael agreed. “Taking the dimensional bridge site cost them deeply. As did extending into South-East Asia, I believe more than they expected. Makassar Station gave them a surprise they did not anticipate, which is a win for us. Even without the power of their goddess, they have proven to excel at information gathering. I would like to commend Indonesia’s contribution in this.”

The Indonesian representative looked mollified, although he maintained his disgruntled expression. 

“Since the early stages of the conflict,” Michael continued, “the invaders have significantly shifted their approach. After their strikes into Asia cost them more than they anticipated, they became significantly more cautious. They are no longer throwing bodies at problems and instead attempting to maximise their power advantage. They have more, and often rank-for-rank stronger essence users, and they’re trying to use that edge in individual strength. That individuality leads to our commensurate advantage: collective strength. The people of Pallimustus are used to small group tactics, not broadscale conflict. If they fight as people, they win. We make them fight as an army.”

“That tells us how to use numbers,” the French representative said, “It doesn’t tell us what those numbers are.”

“It doesn’t, not alone,” Michael acknowledged. “We do have estimations of their numbers on Pallimustus, but I am not going to disclose what they are or how we got them. I will tell you that what we’re seeing from their strategy correlates with the estimates we have. The church went all out to secure a beachhead, then became more conservative with their strategy because they tried to smash an egg and found it was a rock. They couldn’t keep that up forever. Now they intend to grind us into the dirt until we yield not just our land but our hearts. When humanity collectively accepts that we have lost, we have. At that point the goddess herself can come to our world and take over.”

He panned a hard look over the group. 

“Our strategy is to bleed them until they can’t. Efficiency is our watchword. For every scrap of ground they take, we bury a mountain of them under it. We cede ground, not casualties. We keep our people alive and make theirs dead. That’s the goal, and we pay for it in territory when we have to. If they want to crawl across the planet then we’ll lay barbed wire over every inch.”

“What you’re describing sounds like trench warfare,” the Russian representative said.

“Metaphorically, it is,” Michael said. “Except that we make sure that they’re always the ones going over the top. Their people are the ones getting cut down in No Man’s Land. Our people stay careful, stay cautious. Let them make the big pushes and pay the big price.”

“Metaphors are all well and good,” the Canadian representative said, “but what of specific strategies and tactics?”

“Those are the purview of the Military Council, not this Civilian Oversight Committee. You here are privy to the ‘what’ and the ‘why’ of this war. The ‘how’ is for someone else.”

“Are you suggesting that we or our staff have been compromised?” The German representative asked. 

“I would never suggest that,” Michael told her. “Knowing and not telling would be so much more useful.”

“But we can’t just let ourselves be pushed back,” the US representative said. “If all we do is let them take ground, they’ll adapt. Start pushing into key strategic areas knowing that we’ll just let them. Look at the dimensional bridge site. You want to cost them bodies? You said yourself that they paid more there than anywhere.”

“Indeed I did,” Michael said and made a looping gesture over his head. Suddenly the screens behind him went blank and the walls shimmered with colour, like oil on the surface of water. The representatives started looking around, some tapping at earpieces. 

“This room has been sealed against communication of any kind we know of,” Michael told them. “Operational security. In a moment, live feed from an active operation taking place will be sent to the display behind me.”

*** 

“I don’t like having you this close to the Knowledge Army’s centre of power,” Gabriel Remore told Emi. They, along with Gabriel’s wife, were sneaking across blighted landscape, wiped clean by a magically enhanced nuclear blast. Flat and barren, they were reliant on an invisibility ritual that forced them to move slowly. 

“I’m not special,” Emi told him. “If Jason was on Earth that might be different, because then they could use me.”

“They can use you anyway,” Arabelle pointed out. “If you get killed or captured, I suspect the reaction of the Asano Clan will be rather drastic, regardless of your uncle. That being said, it’s not our place to tell you not to protect your world.”

“Did I just do that, though?” Gabriel asked.

“Less talking and more sneaking, husband.”

“Yes, Dear. Sorry, Dear.”


Chapter 1039 

He Took His Wife’s Name

The site of the dimensional bridge’s Australian anchor point had never been a bustling verdant place. Located in an outback town with a climate varying between veldt and outright desert, the town hadn’t been worth repopulating after the monster waves. When the magically enhanced nuke wiped out the new town that had risen around the bridge site, only desolation had been left. Now it was a flat land of scoured and half-melted rock, red dirt and sand, often blasted into glass. 

In the wake of the destruction, and securing of the location by the Pallimustan invaders, another small town had been brought into being. This one had been magically shaped from rock and rammed earth. Holding the region’s signature reds and brown, the buildings were low, utilitarian affairs. 

The town and its surroundings were shielded by powerful and sophisticated ritual magic, something Nigel Thornton was extremely wary of as he approached with his strike team on a moonless night. There was almost no cover, but five small drones flew overhead, theoretically shielding them from discovery. One of the newer advancements in magitech, the Combat Ritual Drones were a collaboration between Clive Standish and magitech savant Gary. Operating in groups of five, the drones were capable of a series of pre-programmed combat magic rituals. Alternatively, they could be operated remotely for more complex deployment. 

Colonel Nigel Thornton had turned down overall command of the Asano Clan military, which was an unusual organisation as militaries went. Comprised entirely of what amounted to special forces teams, their training was a hybrid of Earth military tactics, Pallimustan adventuring skills and old Network protocols. Nigel was the leader of ST1, the first and most prominent of the clan’s strike teams. The Matriarch had given them the blessedly unimaginative moniker Strike Team One, shooting down numerous suggestions from Nigel’s subordinates. As the clan’s standard-bearers, the team had to at least pretend to be made up of professionals. 

Scouts Orange and Woolzy were ranging out ahead, but not too far. With so little cover, they were reliant on the stealth combat ritual currently being employed by the CRDs floating overhead. Nigel glanced up at them for what felt like the hundredth time. He knew this latest model had performed perfectly in testing, but the testing ground and the field were two very different things. If the drones failed, his team would be extremely exposed. 

Orange fell back to the group, spotting Nigel’s gaze.

“Are we sure these drones are hiding us?” he asked. 

“Yes,” Nigel said, letting none of his own doubt colour his voice. “We are.”

“Look, I’m just saying that we’re ten people moving across open ground with a bunch of drones over our heads.”

“These drones completely mask our presence from most magical senses,” Damien Noble assured him. “As for visual identification, there’s a powerful camouflage effect that is especially effective in this monocolour terrain at night. Even gold-rank visual acuity won’t pick it up. You’ve seen the test results with your own eyes.”

“Yeah, and new tech always works in the field,” Higgy complained.

Damien, the civilian weapons expert, was the reason they were moving so close to the enemy base. The device they needed to set up needed calibration with expertise beyond what the team themselves could accomplish. Each of the five teams approaching the enemy base from different angles has their own expert. 

A three-person perimeter patrol was taken down swiftly and efficiently. Green hit them with a silence spell to cut off any signal for alarm, leaving them to the mercy of Woolzy’s knife. Tough as silver-rankers were, Woolzy’s gold-rank assassin powers excelled in swift and silent death. 

“We don’t know when they are meant to check in, so we’re on an unknown clock now,” Nigel said. “We get this done and go.”

“Should we signal the other teams?” Damien asked. 

Nigel checked his watch and shook his head. 

“We should still make our original timeframe. “We don’t know if they can intercept our communications, so we stay radio dark for now.”

“I believe you’re being overly cautious,” Damien told him. “Our new communication systems were rigorously tested in—”

He was cut off as Darce place a heavy hand on his shoulder. 

“We don’t want to hear about testing,” she told him. “We were putting up with supposedly reliable new gear before you were even born. This isn’t a lab or a testing ground, and it means a lot more than a data point if our gear doesn’t do what it’s meant to. It means we die.”

“We know you magitech boys have been as rigorous as you can before putting this stuff in our hands,” Nigel said, his tone softening. “But there are always variables in the field, and we are far from knowing everything the enemy is capable of. For them, knowing things is a religious calling. We make as few assumptions as we can get away with about what intel they’ve gathered on our capabilities and what countermeasures they have in place. Understand?”

Damien nodded. 

“Good. I know that being in a warzone is not normal for you. You don’t have your brother’s experience running around with a lunatic like Jason Asano, so we appreciate that you volunteered to come out here and set this thing up. But until we’re in place and you’re part begins, you do what I tell you to and, more importantly, you don’t do what I tell you not to. Got it?”

“Got it. I had it when you told me the same thing at the briefing. And the marshalling point. And in the transport.”

“And I’m telling you now, and I’ll tell you again. You have no idea how many times we’ve had to transport some specialist who, despite being told over and over, thinks that he knows better than we do. That being an expert in some technical field means he somehow knows better than trained and experienced soldiers about how to operate in a combat zone. Then he goes and does something stupid that knocks the whole damn op into a cocked hat. I know that sounds like the stupidest thing you’ve ever heard, so you’re not going to do that, are you, Mr Noble?”

*** 

The team were crouched barely a few hundred metres from the outer buildings of the enemy encampment. Magical disguises were all well and good, but it felt like they were exposed and out in the open. Orange had set out a stealth ritual to supplement the CRDs, but they still watched the camp with wary eyes. The exception was Green, whose eyes were locked on his watch. 

“It’s time,” he said, and the others looked to Damien. If they were going to be detected, the most likely point was when each team removed their respective devices from dimensional storage. 

“Eyes up and ready,” Nigel said. “It all seems quiet, so we have to assume the other teams are in place and on schedule, but keep an eye out for surprises. Mr Noble, you can begin.”

The device Damien produced from the bag looked like a drum stolen from the lair of a mad scientist, with glowing lights and tubes of glowing liquid flowing in and out of the aluminium housing. Damien crouched in front of it to manipulate a panel on the side, hitting buttons and then looking at the results on the display. 

“So, this thing supercharges the drones?” Digit asked, peering over Damien’s shoulder. 

“That’s the idea,” Damien said, continuing to work. “To remind you of the briefing, once this thing is activated, our stealth ritual drops. We’ll be open to anyone who sees us, or any surveillance and alarm magic the camp might have.”

“How long until it’s up and running?” Nigel asked.

Damien tapped a few more button and the display panel turned blue. He got to his feet. 

“We’re calibrated,” he said, “but each of the devices need to be activated in sequence. Ours is unit two. If the panel turns green, until one has been activated successfully and we can run for it. If it goes orange, I need to recalibrate, and if it goes red, we really need to run for it.”

The team brought their weapons up to the ready as gunfire and flashing lights came from the far side of the camp. Vincent Evans-Asano’s voice came over the comm units. 

“Team Four has been made, all teams go loud. We’re initiating Plan Power Princess.”

“It is not called ‘Plan Power Princess,’” Emi replied on the now-open channel. 

“Please restrict comm use to tactical communications,” Vincent said. 

“You’re going to hear about this when we get home, husband.”

Jonno winced as he conjured a hip-slung rotary cannon. 

“Sound’s like Vinnie is going to cop it.”

“Yep,” Cobbo agreed as he retrieved from a dimensional bag the automatic spear cannon designed by Damien’s brother. 

Darce conjured a heavy iron gauntlet and vambrace set that released steam from the jointed knuckle armour. 

“So, we charge into the camp?” she asked, tapping her armoured fists together. 

“No, the light just went green,” Damien said. “We run the other way and hope the containment works enough that we’re out of the blast zone.”

Nigel glanced at the drones floating above them, now flying in complex patterns that left a trail of teal lines sparkling in the air. 

“It won’t take them long to spot that, so everyone move out to rally point one. Digit, you’re on baggage duty.”

“Baggage duty?” Damien asked. “I don’t remember that from the briefing—”

He yelp as Digit snatched him up in a princess carry and the team fled with gold-rank speed into moonless outback night. 

*** 

“What is that?” the US representative asked, pointing at one of the monitors. “It looks like fireworks.”

“That’s an image from a magitech satellite that tracks mana flow,” Michael Mills told him. “The chaos comes from the combat ritual drones. Now they’ve been repurposed from stealth, they’re serving to protect the withdrawing teams.”

“Why is it so chaotic?” the French representative asked. 

“Ritual magic, by its nature,” Lina Karadeniz explained, “interacts with ambient mana. Put incompatible rituals too close together and they start interfering with one another.”

“Is that the plan?” the US rep asked. “To have the drone rituals interfere with the defensive magic of the enemy’s dimensional beachhead?”

“It’s part of it,” Michael said. “Ms Karadeniz, would you be kind enough to explain the magical specialty of your best friend?”

All eyes turned to Lina. 

“Emi Asano specialises in a very specific and difficult field of magic,” she explained. “In essence, she studies the interplay of rituals that get too close together.”

The US rep pointed at the fireworks-like image again. 

“You’re telling me she can make sense of that?”

“She can make a lot more from it than sense,” Lina told him.

*** 

Emi, Gabriel and Arabelle were further back from the enemy base, around a kilometre out. On the ground in front on Emi was a metal plate resting in the dirt, covered with intricate engravings. Atop the plate was a mass of lights that mapped out the mana in and around the enemy base. Floating over the map were nine cubic magic tools covered in small runes, nine to a side. The devices were constantly twisting and shifting like Rubik’s cubes, reconfiguring their rune patterns moment to moment. Using these tools, Emi could work ritual magic much faster than through ordinary means, although they were painstakingly difficult to control. The map resonated with the devices now operating around the enemy base, and through them, the Combat Ritual Drones. 

“I know you explained this at the briefing,” Gabriel said to her, “but I didn’t understand most of what you said, if I’m being honest.”

Emi’s gaze didn’t waver from the map, and her hands didn’t hesitate in their precise, delicate motions. 

“I’m what is called a formation interactivity specialist,” Emi explained. “A formation is a ritual that has been set up to operate in the long-term.”

“Like the defences they have on the enemy base,” Gabriel said.

“Precisely. When setting up formations, you have to be careful. Incompatible formations break down when they’re too close to one another. They can also be disrupted by rituals taking place too closely. Normally, this kind of interference makes all the magic break down, and possibly explode. My specialty is predicated on understanding, and ultimately utilising, these normally chaotic forces.”

“Yeah, I still don’t get it,” Gabriel said.

“Basically, I’m using widespread rituals, powered by the emplaced devices and through the CRDs, to interfere with their formations. Further, I’m not just trying to bring those defences down but utilise them magic for our ends.”

“And that’s the bit I understand,” Gabriel said. “You use the magic to blow the place up.”

“Not exactly,” Emi told him. “When the invaders came here, they sent a magically enhanced nuclear device first. It wiped out all our emplaced defences and gave them a dimensional beachhead to land on. Thie thing about magic used with that much force is that it leaves a lasting imprint on the ambient mana, the same way it does on the landscape. The formations the invaders built are required to take that into account.”

“And you intend to use that?”

“I do. The idea is that between the various formations the bad guys have in place, they have a more or less complete record of the mana pathways to create a very big boom. One significantly larger than if we just disrupted those formations and let the mana run wild. I am currently conducting five simultaneous rituals to undermine those formations, tap into the appropriate mana imprinting, collect it into one construct and shore up any missing parts with my own rituals to reproduce at least a potent facsimile of the original blast.”

“Yeah, I’m lost again,” Gabriel said.

“What she is saying, dear, is that this place remembers the time it exploded and she’s going to remind it how so it does it again.”

“Is that even possible?” Gabriel asked.

“Not really,” Emi said, still locked-in on her work. “That’s why the bad guys didn’t try to do anything about the imprint.”

“Then why are we trying it?” Gabriel asked.

“Have you ever heard my uncle say that the impossible is kind of his thing?”

“Many times,” Arabelle said, mostly hiding the annoyance in her voice. 

“Uncle Jason does the impossible because he’s stubborn, resolute, lucky and, from time to time, very, very stupid. I, on the other hand…”

She snapped her fingers and the map went dark as the cubes moved to orbit over her head. 

“…am very, very good. You might want to get down.”

She dropped to the ground and tapped the comm badge on her lapel. 

“Blast incoming everyone down.”

Arabelle lay down next to Emi and Gabriel followed suite. The cubes moved swiftly, reconfiguring themselves for a moment while trailing lines of glowing teal. A swiftly drawn ritual turned into a force dome covering the trio right before the blast hit. 

Gabriel watched as dirt and dust blasted over their protective dome, the interior of which was oddly quiet. 

“I sounds like rain on a tent,” he observed.

“It’s quite a bit louder outside,” Emi told him. “Even so, this isn’t a full replica of the blast. Our gold-rank teams should have reached minimal safe distance.”

“What about Knowledge’s forces in the camp?” Gabriel asked.

“Silver-rankers dead, no question,” Emi said. “Some of the gold-rankers probably lived. The tougher ones, and any with powerful enough survival items from Pallimustus.”

“Which will be most of them,” Arabelle said. “Gold-rankers are very good at staying alive.”

The comm channel opened, a sound like rushing wind coming through. 

“Strike teams check in and return to combat zone,” Vincent’s voice came through. “I want any survivors swept up before they recover. Good job, Princess.”

Emi tapped her comm badge. 

“You’re sleeping on the couch tonight.”


Chapter 1040 

Doing That in Anger 

On a snow-swept mountaintop, Jason sat cross-legged, eyes closed as he floated just above the ground. The peak was shrouded in cloud cover, visibility stopping little more than arm’s reach away. The washed-out light of pre-dawn made everything seem grey and white, icy fog swirling around in bleak desolation. 

The only point of colour was a glowing wire frame in the shape of a deformed humanoid. The lines of magic making it up shifted in pulses of colour, like a vascular system made of rainbows. Slowly, the whole construct sagged to the side, collapsing to the ground and disappearing in an explosion of sparks. Jason sighed and unfurled his legs to stand in the knee-deep snow. 

“You know I’ll be crafting avatars in my astral kingdom, right?” he asked. “There I can remake reality nice and easy. Doing it with my aura’s crude reality-manipulation is like trying to stack a house of cards using hand grenades.”

He looked around, seeing nothing but the cloud shrouding the mountain. 

“I know you can hear me,” he called out.

Raythe emerged from the clouds, floating in the air above the rocks. 

“You didn’t know, you assumed. If your avatar was better, then you would have known. On the topic of your astral kingdom, I remind you that you do not currently have access to it. As for making the task nice and easy, our purpose here is to make you better. Would you rather take the easy way?”

“Yes! I would like that very much, please.”

Raythe rolled her eyes. 

“Learning to craft an avatar with woefully inadequate tools will improve your skill. Teach you to avoid inefficiencies and waste in the process. To find the simple methods that yield the same results as the complex ones.”

“I think ‘woefully’ might be a bit harsh,” he muttered, then stretched out his arms. “I’m taking a break. It’s past time you told me how things are going on Earth.”

“Giving your attention to matters on which you can have no effect will only serve to distract you.”

“I don’t care. I want to hear it, and I know you can tell me. That isn’t an assumption.”

“No.”

“No?”

“Yes.”

“Is that, ‘no, it actually is an assumption,’ or ‘no, I won’t tell you?’”

“Yes.”

“To which?”

“Both.”

“That’s not what I wanted to hear.”

“No.”

“Are you flirting with me?”

“No.”

“Okay. I didn’t think so, but I had to check. Due diligence, you know?”

“No.”

Jason chuckled, then brushed off some snow that had settled on the shoulders of his tropical shirt. 

“Okay, we’re done,” Jason said, and started trudging down the mountain, feet carving channels in the snow as he waded over the unseen rocky ground beneath that quickly turned into a slope. 

“This lesson is not over,” Raythe said. 

He stopped and turned to face her, half occluded by icy fog. 

“All the lessons are over, Raythe. I know that I need to learn how to make avatars properly, and why. What I don’t know is why you need me to.”

“I am helping you as best I can, as I promised. We had an agreement.”

“Yeah, but there’s more to it than that, isn’t there? I’m getting a distinct ‘for his own good’ feeling from what’s happening here. Not just you, but me being in this place. People keeping things from me all these years. I thought it was done when I learned about Knowledge, but I can feel myself still dancing on other people’s strings. You, Dawn, the Reaper. Knowledge was stringing me along for years, and you knew. I get it, you had your own concerns. But I’m tired of it, and you want me to be, because the alternative is angry. I’m on the verge of diamond-rank, where I announce to the cosmos what I am. You don’t want me doing that in anger.”

“No,” Raythe acknowledged softly. “We do not.”

“Then what do you want? Because it’s more than just fixing this afterlife. It’s been a mess for billions of years; it could have waited until the Earth wasn’t under invasion for me to clean it up.”

“You’re right. This place is a crucible. We want you to be stronger.”

“That’s not all of it. What aren’t you telling me?”

“The things we can’t because you have to walk your own path, not the one we set out for you. We want you to make certain choices, but they have to be yours. All we can do is put the choices in front of you and hope you choose correctly.”

“And who decides what’s correct? You?”

“Yes. You and I are beings of near-ultimate power and authority. We are the ones who have to take responsibility. I know you understand that.”

“I mentioned before that you had your own concerns.”

“Yes.”

“What about my concerns? My friends. My family. My planet. Why is it that your concerns are the one I have to sacrifice mine for?”

“Because the cosmos can afford to lose them. It’s an unkind metric, but that is the scale on which we operate.”

“That’s how an immortal thinks.”

“We are immortals.”

“That’s the thing, though isn’t it? You can tell me what I am, but the truth is, that’s still in flux. The whole point of diamond-rank is becoming what I will be. I decide the kind of immortal I am, and I’m the kind who doesn’t think like that, even when the cosmos tells him he should. Who doesn’t see a mortal life as inconsequential. Collateral damage. Tell me how things are going on Earth, Raythe, or leave this place and don’t come back.”

Gold light shone from within Jason’s body before strobing and then cutting out entirely. In its place came silvery-white light, filled with a sea of sparkling motes of diamond. 

➢ Ability [Castigate] has reached Gold 9 (100%). ➢ Ability [Castigate] has reached Diamond 0 (100%). 

As the light faded, Jason stared accusation at Raythe. 

“You’re doing this on purpose. Provoking me into little speeches so I monologue my way into another diamond-rank power. Well, we’re done with that. You’re the one who always talks about me setting out my own path, and I’m not going to let you keep — oh, bloody hell.”

➢ Ability [Feast of Absolution] has reached Gold 9 (100%). ➢ Ability [Feast of Absolution] has reached Diamond 0 (100%). 

“Just to be clear,” Jason said, “those abilities were really close to ranking up before you got here.”

*** 

On a lower slope, well below the cloud line, Jason and Raythe sat of a jutting rock, looking out at a sprawling city on the plains below. It was the next one Jason would purge of the curse, and the largest to date. Once the sun had nudged further over the horizon to diminish the power of any vampiric ambushes, he would move out. 

“I still say this is an unnecessary distraction,” Raythe said. 

“And I’m telling you it is a very necessary distraction, because I’m done with avatar lessons if you don’t let me know how things are going on Earth. Until you do, I’m not going back to the build-a-Jason workshop.”

She glanced over at him, them back out at the panorama as morning lights washed over the plains. 

“Very well. Roughly a year after the initial invasion, an operation by the Earth forces at the dimensional anchor point cost Knowledge a significant number of personnel and control of the location, at least for a time. It forced her army to become more circumspect in their approach, moving from aggressive territory grabs to a more methodical approach of slow consolidation. They have, to date, been primarily pushing into Asia and Africa. In Asia they face the Earth’s more conventional forces. Essence users and the enhanced with their exosuit armour. The Earth forces have done very well, given that there is a notable disparity in raw power. Large group tactics, innovative use of magitech. Especially in the ways it has facilitated practical applications of combat rituals.”

“And Africa? That’s Cabal-controlled.”

“Yes. The invaders have been having trouble with the less-conventional forces of the Cabal. Their mysterious nature has been hard to handle for Knowledge’s army, who are used to having superior information. The Unorthodoxy messengers under Boris Ket Lundi have also been operating in full force. As a result, while Asia is seeing slow but steady gains for the invaders, Africa is proving more of a problem.”

“That’s good. It’s what we worked years to prepare for.”

“Yes, but the tyranny of rank always wins in the end. Knowledge has more gold-rankers, and her silver-rankers are trained essence users. The soldiers of Earth fight with unity and strategy that Knowledge’s army of individual fighters cannot match, or unpredictability they cannot account for. But power always wins. The Earth armies fight a withdrawing battle, bleeding the opponent as much as they can. After the attack on the bridge anchor site, Knowledge’s forces have taken a similar approach, bringing their advancement to a crawl. Unfortunately for Earth, it is proving to be an unstoppable crawl, before which the defenders have been slowly yet inexorably giving ground.”

“Can they outlast Knowledge’s forces? Bleed them to the point that there’s not enough people left to send?”

“Potentially, but you know what I will say next.”

“Knowledge has been planning this for a long time. She has contingencies.”

“Yes.”

*** 

Lucella Carnes was unyielding in her appearance, from the short, slicked-back hair to the fitted leather armour instead of the robes favoured by her fellow clergy. Of all those who served Knowledge, she was the first, and not among equals. What she hated most in the world was people who failed to grasp that fact, and what she loved most was explaining it to them. She was as stern with herself as with her duties, however, and knew better than to overindulge, so she took her foot off Priest Galloway’s throat. As he scrambled to his feet without pretence of dignity, she returned to her seat. 

On the island annexed from the Storm Kingdom, the formal dining hall in the central manor had become the meeting room for these meetings of Knowledge’s chief clergy. Lucella took her seat and looked down the long table, lined with diamond-rankers at her end, eventually shifting to gold-rankers by the other. 

“Allow me to rebut Priest Galloway’s point,” she said as Galloways reclaimed his own seat. “He is correct that if we were to inform the Orthodox messengers of the Unorthodoxy’s presence on Earth, that would be more than adequate pretext under the Laws of Intrusion for them to invade. Having them attack the Unorthodoxy presence in Africa would allow us to withdraw from the region, allowing us to reallocate those forces. Priest Galloway’s point is that it would both alleviate our personnel shortage and take the troublesome Africa campaign off our hands.”

The smile Lucella turned on Galloway made him visibly shiver. 

“There is a problem with this, however. Having things taken off our hands is explicitly antithetical to THE ENTIRE REASON WE INVADED IN THE FIRST PLACE!”

More shivers went down the table as Lucella composed herself after her outburst. 

“I apologise for my zeal, fellow clergyfolk,” she said calmly. “But I would remind the table that the purpose of invading the Earth is to prove that it belongs to our goddess, and the messengers are not famous for sharing. To cede any part of this endeavour to outside command is to surrender the very purpose for which we fight. Which, I hope we can all agree, would be counterproductive. This is a holy war in which any secular desires have no place. We are not here to take land or fight amongst ourselves for position. Priest Galloway’s attempts to go around this table and engage the messengers himself was misguided strategically, but his true sin is much greater.”

Lucella turned to Galloway again. 

“I should not have to explain the reasons for not doing what he did for one simple, yet all-important reason: the goddess told us not to. To disobey a directive of the goddess herself is heresy. What possessed you I neither know nor care, Priest Galloway, but I hope it was something not so pedestrian as greed. Regardless, the goddess has but one penalty for heretics.”

Galloway screamed as his divine essence and a number of divine awakening stones floated out of his body and vanished. He went into a massive seizure, falling from his chair to flop onto the ground. Two temple guards entered the room and dragged him away, the screams cut off as the doors to the hall closed behind them. Lucella cast her gaze slowly over the room’s remaining attendees.

“That such a man reached such a height within this august body reflects poorly upon all of us. It falls upon this group to redeem ourselves in the eyes of the goddess, and there is only one offering she desires: success. To that end, are there any suggestions that do not involve selling out the very task with which we have been governed?”

The priests at the table looked around, none speaking up. One of the gold-rankers far down the table raised a nervous hand. 

“Priest Venn,” Lucella said. “What do you have?”

“We have already explored the idea of mercenaries,” he said. “They would be under our command, therefore not undercut our authority. The political situation on Pallimustus has precluded us from recruiting in any great number, but perhaps we could look further afield. The messengers are not the only force in the cosmos. My understanding is that our diamond-rankers, in the process of enacting the goddess’ plans, have spent centuries cultivating contacts beyond the reaches of our world.”

Lucella leaned back in her chair, rubbing her chin thoughtfully while the others waited anxiously for her reaction. 

“Interesting,” she said. “If we can find payment that would entice them, looking to the greater cosmos would certainly give us a much greater pool of gold-rankers. Diamond as well, when the time comes.”

She got to her feet. 

“I shall consult with the goddess on your suggestion, Venn.”

“Thank you, Priestess Carnes,” Venn said with relief.

Lucella observed as the rest of the room looked at Venn with gratitude, interest or antipathy. She mentally scowled at the group who were still caught up in hierarchical politics, even with Galloway’s example right in front of them. This group needed to remember that faith and purpose came before all else, and she would make them learn, one way or another. 

*** 

Lord Anson Cazus was in the imperium’s central information hub, a massive and heavily staffed room that looked a lot like the bridge of a spaceship. Standing at a central console hub, he looked up as Princess Dawn entered through security; even she was not above the screening required to access this room. 

“What can I do for the Imperium’s spymaster?” she asked. He noted that she was often more casual in how she comported herself when she’d been spending time with her visitors. At least in relative privacy; her etiquette training remained in effect in public spaces. 

“There has been a development on the homeworld of some of your visitors, Princess. The church you’ve had us looking out for has begun seeking to recruit mercenaries from outside of their world. Given how relatively closed-off that world has been, it is an unusual development.”

“And not a welcome one. Earth is not equipped to handle a flood of cosmic mercenaries, even if they are restricted to gold rank.”

“Perhaps it might be more welcome than you think, Princess.”

“Oh?”

“That world is moving to expand its influence cosmically, for the purpose of attacking Earth. That means the restrictions on intervening on Earth’s behalf are likewise loosened. Not to the point where you can wield the Imperium like a hammer, but perhaps it is time to see what imperial training has done for your friends with a little field testing.”

A savage smile crossed Dawn’s face.

“I always liked you, Lord Cazus.”

“No, you didn’t, Princess, but I appreciate the sentiment.”

