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“M an, it’s been quite the ride, no?” I ask of my rabbit. Lola looks at me with her big eyes. She seems about to respond but starts furiously scratching her ear with her hind paw. “Yeah, totally.”

It’s the middle of the night, and I’m chilling on top of the deck of a medium-large sailing vessel. The sea is as calm as I’ve seen it, letting the ship below me rock gently back and forth. I seem to be inside of one of those rare peaceful moments, when someone seems to have pressed the universe’s pause button, letting everything be still for a bit. “I’m still angry, you know. I spent hundreds of years making preparations for my ascension. It took me so much effort, scrounging and stealing all that stuff while avoiding all the big players on that stupid Cultivation World. And then some asshole of a voice just denies me entry to the higher planes.”

I take another sip of my qi-enriched drink as I drown my sorrows. “And that’s not the worst. A thousand years of clawing for energy, stripped. Every single bit of power, ripped from my body, leaving me a weak mortal for the first time in centuries.” I take another big gulp while feeling sorry for myself.

“At least I got you, my lovely pet.” My eyes tear up as I look at the bunny, who seems to be chewing on my shoes. “I might have killed your mommy before eating her, but she was munching on your siblings, so I think we’re even. At least I got you. Come here, fuzzy butt.” I hold out my hand to the small critter. She senses my outstretched palm, looks at it for a fraction of a second, and ignores it. Unwilling to be ignored by my pet rabbit, I snatch her with lightning speed, saving my footwear from further nibbling. She squeaks indignantly, but I forcefully start rubbing her between the ears, making her melt in my lap.

Not really sure why I feel the need, I continue monologuing. “The valley was before that, though. My first taste of this world’s fucked-up ecosystem. Feather-covered cats, massive skin crocodiles, hairy snakes, nothing is normal here. Not even the plants. They all got these asymmetrical geometric leaves. And the grass doesn’t grow longer than twenty centimetres or so. Super weird.” Even though my rabbit is melting in pleasure as I rub her between the ears, she manages to glare up at me.

“Except for you, Lola. You’re a perfect specimen of Leporidae if I ever saw one. I just ignore the fact that all native people think you’re some freak of nature, so be nice. For example, my students. They are nice.” I spread the mysterious force known as qi across the ship by breathing it out, feeling the sleeping shapes belowdecks through the energetic extension of my senses. “Did you know that the conversation between the sect leaders and me during my ascension fight was the first time I talked with someone in years? Looking back, it’s kind of sad.” I sigh.

“Right. I was reminiscing. The stuff that happened in Tower City was pretty wild. The beast clearing where I cultivated for a bit was also pretty cool. First, you saved Tess, then I created Tree from that one tree I had taken shelter in, and then I kidnapped some more kids.” Now that I think about it, isn’t my life here pretty cool? My students have these affinity-based things inside their bodies, Rhea’s transformation ability is a mystery, and the dungeons are also a good subject of study. Whenever I wasn’t fighting or running for my life back in the Cultivation World, I was studying and learning stuff. The amount of things a braincore cultivator can learn is not to be underestimated, and I had this sinking feeling I was reaching the limits of what there was to learn back then.

Now though, my to-do and to-study list are only getting longer, not allowing me to catch up and finish projects properly. The speed at which everyone around me is cultivating is also out of the norm. I still haven’t even looked into how the entire mana system present on the planet works.

Before I know it, my melancholic mood is lifted, and I’m looking forward to the future again. I look down and see a twitching rabbit, eyes half closed, her small pink tongue hanging out of her mouth. I look at the finger with which I was petting the little ball of fur and wince as I see how much qi is inside the digit. I might have overdone it a bit. I drop the half-conscious rabbit on the deck and stand up, stretching my cracking spine. I cast a glance upwards and barely see a small white speck illuminated by the moon, high up in the sky. I’ve got her hooked. She will just need a slight push before I can reel her in, I viciously think while rubbing my hands together. I look ahead and see a faint orange glow coming from over the horizon.

I physically and metaphorically gaze forwards as I stand on the gently bobbing prow, looking ahead at things to come.









Chapter One
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I  take a deep breath of fresh ocean air. Salt invades my senses, the smell of brine overwhelming my nose. I rub it in irritation. The fact that my body and senses are automatically growing stronger has its downsides too.

“Here is the button. Twist and push it with quite a bit of force. See?”

A small section of the steering wheel pole sinks in under my finger. Mechanical noises are heard as the rowing oars retract into the hull, wooden hatches falling back into place. I press it again, and the entire process reverses, the many oars splashing back into the sea. I move my finger to the opposite side of the wooden pole.

“Here is the basic protection formation control. Twist it in the opposite direction, like so.” A refractive field shimmers into existence around the boat, flattening the waves in a circle around us. The entire thing becomes invisible a second later when the start-up of the formation finishes. “An entire mountain can fall down on this ship, and we would only feel a slight rocking.”

I admit I am bragging at this point. Only Ket seems impressed though; he is also the only one that slightly understands how powerful these enchantments are; the rest are just staring at my gloating face with dead fisheyes.

“Those are all the controls so far. Take care of the ship, I’m going to do some experiments.”

Tess speaks up in a slight panic. “Where are we going again?”

I reply with a single raised eyebrow. “Do I look like a man with a plan to you? Just float wherever you want to.”

I see that she wants to retort several times but fails to find the correct words to say. With a skip in my step, I leave the clump of disciples standing on the upper deck above the captain’s quarters. I walk to the blue bear chilling on the foredeck. The rest of the animals are scattered around the ship. Vox’s snake is coiled around the mast while Selis’ rooster is sitting on top of the crow’s nest. The rest are either on the deck or inside the ship itself. I scratch him across the spine, and he lazily opens a single big eye. All the animals are very calm, the qi forming in their hearts must have some sort of influence on them. Pretty fascinating, how these previously qi-less beings react to the higher power.

I open a hatch on the deck and make my way down the stairs. I rub Lola under her chin while humming a tune. She didn’t even whine at me while I gave my mount some attention, so she deserves a good scratching too. I have a rabbit on my shoulder instead of a parrot, and I’m totally fine with that.

The belowdecks is entirely empty except for some supporting beams and pillars. I pull some planks from Tree’s processed material storage and make an improvised room in the ship’s bow. The improvised wall is rather slipshod work, but it isn’t load bearing, so it’s fine if I just haphazardly nail the stuff together, right? A rough door hanging on crude wooden hinges gives me a private laboratory.

I pull out a small wooden table. I made several of these knee-high things in preparation for the following tests. I manually burst a blood vessel in my finger and let a small droplet of blood fall out. I then make a very simple circle similar to the very first circle I designed. This one only attracts two sets of mana, positive and negative fire and nature mana. A small compression symbol in the middle completes my first test setup.

I repeat this process five times in total, each one attracting one set of positive and negative mana. I figured out five of these by myself, namely nature, fire, earth, metal, and water. I learned about air mana and its connected emotions from Rhea. I look at the five tables that are now bearing increasingly complex circles and snap my finger. The circles all activate at the same time. I made sure not to overdraw a single type of mana, only water is used relatively often. But we are in the middle of a shitload of water so that mana is abundant here.

I freeze it all a single second later. I approach the first table and flash joy, anxiety, compassion and anger in quick succession. I do it again while looking at the other tables. The amount of gathered mana is similar enough for my tests. I grab the gathered mana in a qi-sphere and breathe it in. Instead of letting it flow through my lungs, I manually guide it to my braincore. A small shiver runs across my spinal column as the clump of mana and qi crosses through the back of my mouth, through my spine and into my brainstem. Here I let it combine into qi.

I do some quick measurements and calculations, making an arbitrary quantification scheme. The small formation gathered half a unit of mana from each element. Four types of mana times a half unit gives me two points of mana in total. I keep the qi generated from this mana separate, that amount will be two units of qi for now.

Walking over to the second table, I grab hold of the three units of mana that have gathered. I look at the six different shades. Encapsulating the emotional energies in repelling qi allows me to move them around with ease. I stuff all six spheres of mana into one and breathe it in. I then measure the amount of qi my braincore makes from the mana. I raise a single eyebrow. Instead of the three units of qi I expected, I’m left with three point five units worth of qi.

I do the same with four types of mana, eight shades in total. That produces five units of qi. Five units of paired mana produce six and a half units of qi, and six units of paired mana give me eight units of qi. This is very weird. I expected that merging more types of mana would provide me with exponentially more qi; this is not the case. The formula I have found for generating qi from mana is one point five times the amount of mana sets, minus one. That formula is strictly linear, not an exponent in sight.

I start a process, letting it brainstorm ideas. It then eliminates these ideas through simple deduction, leaving only the most reasonable explanations. I ponder my find some more, unable to come to any conclusions.

I walk back up the stairs, emerging into the sunlight of the deck. My disciples are having a small fight, similar to children that don’t want to share a toy. They freeze when they see me emerge from belowdecks. They are all grabbing the steering wheel with one hand, using the other to try and dislodge the others.

Bord is the only one not in full combat mode, Selis is covered in water, and Angeta is dressed in a leafy exoskeleton. Vox’s eyes flash with white light while Tess is holding a pitch-black club made from her qi. Even Ket is surrounded in floating lumps of metal. Bord’s nose is being stretched upwards like a pig’s, roots digging into a single nostril, tendrils of water pulling another. I see some singed hair here and there, Angeta is missing some fur again.

I stare at the frozen tableau for a couple of seconds, blinking my eyes rapidly. I shrug my shoulders and walk over to the side of the boat, leaning over the railing. I pull a dozen wooden bowls from my ring and drop them in the sea. I spread my qi senses through the deep blue water, searching for fish. We are still rather close to the coast, so the seabed is a mere fifty metres below the waves.

I sink my qi further down to the bottom, searching for life. I sense a large school of sardine-like fish and am slightly relieved at the fact that they are covered in fish scales. I almost expected the weird skin and coverings of the land animals to be representative of the sea too.

The adult fish are all the same size, so I can’t tell how old they are, but the entire school is divided into three roughly similar sizes. Those must be the one-year-old and the two-year-old fish; they appear to be fully grown after three years. I tie qi-threads around thirty of the one-year-olds and haul them upwards. I then deposit two in each bowl; that leaves me with six for the control group. I dump those in a bigger bowl I pull from my ring. I fill the containers with seawater and haul them upwards. The fish are a pale grey with light streaks. I see none of the tell-tale bright colours that indicate that they can control types of mana; perfect for my planned experiments. They are a few centimetres long, and from the size of the adults, I can tell that they won’t grow bigger than a handspan.

I craft some quick qi constructs on top of the bowls, keeping the water and fishes inside even if I hold them upside down. I walk back down to the belowdecks, a conga line of floating bowls following me. I hear the fight break out again just before I close the hatch. I’m not worried; they will have to go all out to seriously damage my boat. Whistling a tune, I walk back to my lab.

I place the bowls evenly spaced around the roughly triangular room. I then extract some more blood. I really have to do some proper research on potential cheap qi-conductive inks one of these days, using blood for all my non-permanent formations is kind of barbaric. It’s just that I haven’t found a good alternative that isn’t extremely expensive so far…

I look at the dozen bowls of fish cluttering the room around me. One big bowl is housing six fish, slowly swimming in circles. The bowls are all pretty big, more like big pots. The biggest one is nearly a bathtub, to be honest.

Semantics are less interesting than mana experiments though, so I return my focus to my work. I split the globule of blood into a dozen smaller droplets. I then use these to draw mana attraction formations again. Each small container with two fish gets a circle, each only attracting a single element of mana. I want to know what long exposure to a single negative or positive element of mana does.

The massive beast horde in the mana tornado clearing gathered there because of a higher mana density. I did some thinking and observed our mounts on the way here, and I don’t think that they were there just because of higher energy levels. I heavily suspect that animals need equal measures of positive and negative mana to properly integrate the power. Humans don’t seem to have this requirement, and I suspect that our sentience is the cause of that. Animals don’t really feel anger, fear, or joy; they have instincts.

Animals don’t start throwing tantrums when they are in pain; they become quiet and rest until the pain goes away. It never crosses their minds to be angry at the pain. Scared animals have their survival instincts kicking in with full force; happy animals are just high because their brain rewarded them with dopamine for a job well done. These are all just my observations though, so sue me if you disagree. Come up with definite proof, and I will change my mind, as usual.

Don’t even get me started on the behavioural changes between wild animals and domesticated ones. A couple of tens of thousands of years of selective breeding by sentient species tends to majorly fuck with animal behaviour routines. 

Before my blue bear started forming its heartcore, it was still absorbing mana, and it did so in equal measure of positive and negative. I had to pull extra hard on the positive mana in the air to form qi when I was rebuilding my cultivation to the solid core stage. This made the mana levels a lot more equal. Instead of the usual imbalance of overflowing negative mana, the higher positive mana density caused the energies to be more in balance. This experiment will allow me to come to a conclusion about this point so I might be wrong about this all.

That gave me ideas for experiments. What happens if I drench a fish in plenty of balanced fire mana? Maybe I should snatch some fertilised fish eggs and expose them to weird mana combinations? What if I concentrate, for example, positive fire and negative nature mana?

My thoughts start spinning wildly again. Once I find an interesting research subject, I can get lost in it for years. I am not even doing something on the cellular level yet. Honestly, I am kind of proud of the fact that I’ve not even started messing with the DNA of local creatures, the stripping of my cultivation base must have taught me some restraint.

“TEACH, SHIP ON THE HORIZON!!!”

Wow, since when can Selis shout so loud? I wiggle my pinkie in my ear, no need for such volume. Although maybe she has a point to be slightly panicky, I’ve heard nothing but horror stories about ships that don’t pay the pirates and mages a lot of gold. From the conversations I’ve constantly been recording and analysing I can tell that even large bribes don’t guarantee safety, the only way to prevent a ship from being blown up or raided with any certainty is to hire a mage escort. The absurd price and high need for luxury prevent a lot of merchants from going that route though. Anyway, let’s go see what’s up.

I spot Selis high up in the mast. We created a wooden platform that can function as a crow’s nest on top of the mainmast. Selis is sitting on top of the platform, magnifying water lenses hovering in front of her single eye while occasionally petting her large black mount. Ket is behind the steering wheel, surrounded by the rest.

“I told you we should have gone the other way,” Angeta bristles with irritation.

“That would not have guaranteed anything; other ships could be that way.” Ket retorts.

“I think we can take them though…” Bord doesn’t add anything useful to the conversation.

“BLACK FLAG, THEY… Oh, hey Teach, I see a black flag with a bigger red flag, they have at least one fire mage!” Selis shouts from up high while enthusiastically waving at me.

I jump up to the platform and twist the air in front of my face. The ship’s sails are peeking over the horizon, the rest of the vessel not in view yet. I call down to Ket. “Take a hard turn to port; pretend to be fleeing for now.”

He looks confused for a second but turns the wheel anyway. I look at our lookout while giving her a thumbs up. “Good job Sel, I’ll be right back.”

I jump into Tree’s dimension while handing the necklace over to Lola. I hear her irritated squawking as she drops down to the deck, but I am in a hurry. I gather the leftover planks and rip the passive qi from the wood, turning it back into mundane boards. I jam plugs of wood through the planks at high speed, crafting a shoddily made little rowboat. Just big enough for seven people to float around in. I finish the thing in half a minute and spend ten more seconds making it look shabby and old. I finish stuffing dirt and dust in the cracks and jump back out on the deck, ignoring the irritated little furball.

“KET, retract the oars and disable the shield. Everyone gather!”

Selis begins clambering down the mast as the rest walk down the stairs to the middle of the deck. I pull the small boat from Tree and seat myself in the middle. I didn’t include any oars, not even a rudder, so we will be able to play the perfect ‘abandoned at sea’ card. My disciples all find places as I pull off my fancy silk vest, exposing the drab shirt beneath. I also rub some dirt in my face and on my clothes. I drop another handful of dirt on the boat’s floor and pass some to my disciples.

I explain once everyone is seated. “Here, make yourselves dirty. Selis, can you lower the ship?”

They all look bewildered and completely lost at my actions. Selis looks around a bit as she pours out her qi, sinking it in the water around the Ascent.

“Lower us slowly, make it look like we disappear over the horizon.”

She frowns in concentration, and I feel the water around us deform into a bowl shape. A minute later, Selis is covered in sweat while holding the massive amount of water down. I give her a nod.

“Thanks, make sure to catch this little boat.” I pat the crude railing of the rowboat we are all sitting in. I touch the Ascent’s deck while hanging over the edge and focus. I first cast a barrier around my experimentation room. That way, no qi will enter that space and my mana experiments are just halted instead of ruined. I then pull the ship inside my necklace and drop it back into the clearing. Tree deforms the ground in preparation, creating a hull-shaped indent in the grass. The animals shift around a bit, but seeing the familiar clearing once again, they don’t panic. They start breathing in qi immediately.

I focus back on the outside world once that is done and see that Selis has created a water pillar on which we now float. She slowly lets gravity equalise the sea surface, relief visible on her face as the waves start rocking the small rowboat. She slumps down and leans against Angeta as she catches her breath.

Everyone is staring at me, so I think I better explain. “We just had a mutiny; we were overpowered and dropped overboard to distract the pirates from this ship.” I pull a rough crate from my ring and fill it with some materials and food. “This is our bribe to the pirates; our previous fellow sailors weren’t cruel enough to dump us overboard without anything to our names. It won’t be enough to let us go free, but it should buy us enough time to gather sufficient information from those guys. I think they’ll just lock us up and sell us as slaves later. I also want to observe a proper mage before we start fighting one. Those mages you guys fought in Tower City are just scrubs sent to the army, and I don’t know enough about proper powerful ones to be safe.”

Ket’s face shows understanding immediately. Angeta is grumbling and muttering to herself. “I will punch them off the boat if they dare to put a collar around my neck.”

“We’ll just play prisoner for a bit, okay? Maybe that pirate boat has some good stuff we can steal later.” Their eyes all start to sparkle as they think of that possibility. Time to deliver the finishing strike. “I’ll cook some good food once this is over, okay?”

Their half-convinced faces now turn greedy. I grin back at them.
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[bookmark: _Toc5718743][bookmark: _Toc16934424]Irritation 

I  almost forgot about Lola! I look into her eyes as she sits on my shoulder, those black orbs staring back at me unblinkingly. I’m pretty sure that this entire plan will fail the moment they see a castaway floating in a small boat with a little bunny on his shoulder, no matter the story he tells. “Lola, do this.”

I point a finger in front of her nose on which I collect some qi. ‘NOT IMPORTANT, JUST SCENERY, IGNORE ME, NOT HERE, NOT HERE, LALALALAA’

I see her eyes glide off my finger. She shakes her head and takes another look, only to stare off into the distance in a daze. I reduce the amount of qi hovering around my finger by half, and she snaps out of it. “Get it?”

I spend half an hour trying to teach her how to become practically invisible. She doesn’t seem to understand what I am doing with the qi though, and the unknown ship is now clearly visible, and it’s getting closer. Then a brilliant idea strikes me.

I pull some thick cloth from my ring. It looks like finely spun black cotton, but it’s made from Demonic Weave Spider Silk. Those freaky, creepy crawlies use the stuff to make webs that are clearly visible at day but become impossible to spot at night. It collapses on top of prey bigger than a certain size, binding them up tight. The unfortunate being then becomes a handy takeaway meal to be consumed later.

The cloth has a silky-smooth finish, and I use a qi edge on my finger to cut it into shape. I sew it together with some Heavenly Weave Spider Silk; those slightly less freaky creepy crawlies make webs that are impossible to spot at day and are completely white.

Some fine qi work later and the item is finished. I integrate a few small qi formations into the material itself. One hides the wearer, the next keeps it stuck to whatever surface it is sat on, and the last is a self-cleaning function. The last one is the most complex, funnily enough, it slowly disintegrates anything that is not the object itself, hair or a living being with a sufficient consciousness.

I plop it on top of her head, which causes Selis to rub her eyes. She was looking at the bunny with twitching fingers again, but now has trouble locating the critter. The thing I just made to hide her in plain sight is a miniature pirate hat, of course! Including a small embroidered skull. I can rotate a part of the hiding formation to break the circuit, allowing the world to gaze upon her cuteness again when we are in safer waters.

The ship is getting closer now, and I observe it carefully. It has three masts and looks like one of those fat trading vessels from the Age of Sail. People in ragged clothes are running around and climbing the ropes. Their shabby states are starkly contrasted against the expensive looking leather and light mail armour and weapons I see a small fraction of the crew wearing.

Three people stand out, clustered in a group standing on the aft section, near the steering wheel. One has a telescope and is peering at us; another is dressed in fancy red robes, seated on a fancy chair holding a fancy staff. The last one is obviously the captain, the ridiculously large hat and big beard giving him away.

The fancy guy is not paying any attention to his surroundings, fully engrossed in snacking on something while being cooled down by more people in rags. I take a good look at his face, the colours he is wearing should indicate that he is a fire mage. And indeed, I see a permanent sneer on his face while his movements come across as twitchy.

I hold my head down as I school my face in a despondent and slightly scared expression. Let’s see how this goes.


⁂
 

Angeta is holding herself back, big time. She has to force her nails back inside her fingers constantly, the qi inside her body now allowing her a fair bit of control of the previously stationary pointed needles of horn. Every look the crew sends her way sends shivers running across her spine, and she is having flashbacks to when she first got captured. She was very lucky that some nobles pay big time for untainted slaves, else holding herself back would have been totally impossible instead of only slightly.

Teach had spun some sob story about being abandoned by lifelong friends, just so the cowardly backstabbers could run away. He bowed and scraped while offering the pompous looking guys on the boat the contents of the chest. It contained some bars of metal, a weapon or two and some food.

It seems to have worked, to her great surprise, because a ladder was hung on the side, allowing all seven to climb onboard. Once there, they were hauled in front of the captain and the mage. The mage didn’t cast a single glance their way, too busy with taking a little nap. The captain took one look and ordered them to the brig while he was rooting through their gift chest. Then some armoured fellows bound their hands in chains and steered them down a hatch on deck, guiding them down the stairs none too gently.

Her beastkin pride is now screaming at her not to take this kind of treatment. She is pretty sure that Teach can kill everyone on board with a single wave of his hand, and she should be able to cut her way through half the crew before meeting any serious resistance. That combined with the explosively grown strength of her fellow disciples allows her to keep calm as she is being appraised like livestock.

Murmured remarks about the best ports to sell this group of newly captured slaves reach her sensitive ears constantly. Every insult she stores in her memory, along with the face that it comes from. She wrinkles her nose a bit at the smell of all these people. Washing seems optional to everyone wearing rags, and the leather-wearing soldiers don’t smell much better.

The smells below decks are even worse, hammering her olfactory nerves with a myriad of sweat, rotting food, piss, and shit smells. Even a hint of something else. She forced her fellow disciples to take a plunge in the pool near Tree when they started to stink or to scrub themselves with qi, so it has been a while since her sensitive nose was invaded by something so foul.

She thought that the ship they had been building over the last few days was cramped below decks until she saw how small the hallways in this one are. They move slowly, shuffling past obstacles in single file. That weird smell grows stronger, and Angeta now recognises it as sex.

She breathes in through her nose deeply and regrets it immediately, but it confirms the smell of human and beastkin intercourse. She has not seen a single beastkin so far, so what…?

Teach stops for a single second, looking at a door he is about to walk past. Angeta hears muffled groans coming from beyond the wooden barrier. A hard to make out expression flashes across her Teacher’s face, something she has not seen him express before. He coughs into his hand, stealthily snapping his fingers as he does so.

He continues walking as if nothing happens, but the soft grunts have stopped. Angeta reasons that the sound was too quiet for humans to hear, as nobody reacts. The soldier behind her shoves her forward, and they reach an open space, as the group of cultivators is forcefully guided through strips of fabric hanging from the ceiling in rows. They descend another set of stairs, and metal bars come into view. A fat, bald guy wearing a leather apron looks up from a desk and stands up.

“Wheyre dihd ya fine these sods? I heird naw fihtin?”

Angeta blinks as she listens to the accent. The melodic sounds of the Shi-Eit Kingdom’s language are horribly butchered by this fat person into a crude, rough sounding speech.

“Floating on the sea, dropped by a runner. We’ll catch up to them later today, so prepare for more fodder.” The lead soldier replies with a grin, his speech the smooth and snappy sounds of city folk.

The fat guy just grunts and pulls a big ring of keys from a hook behind him. “I’ll puht them in block fouwr.” He then moves around a corner, motioning for the rest to follow. Angeta nearly loses her shit as she rounds the corner herself.

She smelled more unwashed bodies once she stepped down the last set of stairs, both human and beastkin. She tried to mentally prepare herself but did not expect to see what she sees now. Rows and rows of densely packed bodies are chained to the floor, humans are allowed to sit in cramped spaces, but beastkin are stacked two high on top of each other at the minimum.

The variety of different skin colours, furs, horns, and ears is staggering. Scaled panther-kin are stacked upon long coated sheep-kin who lie next to feathered goats while surrounding yellow and purple humans. These ethnicities rarely come into contact with each other, their castes too different, but here they are forced to use each other as beds. Half of the soldiers have now turned around and are stomping back up the stairs. Three of the leather-clad humans still follow the group, some holding their noses in disgust.

The variety of humans is also rather wide, and Angeta sees humans with coloured skins for the first time. Brown, yellow, red, even some people with a blue tint to their complexion are chained down while sitting squeezed together. The rattling of chains is overloading her sensitive ears as some of the prisoners turn to take a look at what is happening. The majority doesn’t even bother to change position, apathetic looks on their faces.

“Okay, this was a mistake. I thought I could relax and pick up some good info by…” A soldier is about to strike Teach, but he casually blocks it and punches the guy in the gut, the chains around his hand rattling to the ground, broken. He moves quicker than Angeta can follow, and a fraction of a second later both the soldiers and the fat guy are splayed out cold on the ground. “…allowing us to be taken in as guests, but I have no desire to be stowed like livestock.”

At least fifty people, both humans and beastkin, have seen the commotion happen. They slowly start rattling their chains as they begin clamouring. Teacher snaps his fingers again, and a wave of silence engulfs the room.

“This is not fun; this world has some truly shitty sides.” He rubs his beard as he looks around. “What do you guys think we should do?”

Selis closes her eyes as drops of water start to gravitate towards her. She worms the liquid between her bound hands and her chains join Teach’s on the floor. She uses big movements to step over and between the bound people on the ground until she reaches a spot in the middle of the busy room. She bends down, and another set of manacles falls to the ground.

She is holding a small limp form when she straightens back up. Tears are shimmering in her eyes as she lifts a small fur covered girl, reminiscent of a wolf. “I… I knew that my parents traded in slaves, but this… this is…”

Angeta immediately recognises the little one as one of a soldier caste. She raises her eyebrows at the weird behaviour of Selis. The small soldier is breathing and got herself caught, what is there to cry about? “Selis, why do you care about a soldier?”

Teach snaps his head to look at Angeta, who is still staring at Selis. “What do you mean?”

Angeta looks Teach in the face and replies. “She got captured, now she is a slave. What more is there to say?”

Her teacher closes his eyes for a short moment as his eyes roll around in their sockets. His face twists into a scowl as he opens them again. A vicious aura starts being released. The tail wrapped around Angeta’s waist starts squirming around as it poofs up in an instinctual response.

The sudden shift in his aura causes all the students to take a step back, the eerie lack of noise in the room only serves to enhance this dramatic shift, the few prisoners on the floor who were getting rowdy at these developments freeze. Angeta feels cold sweat running down her back as Teach begins speaking slowly.

“So just because someone more powerful than her said she is a slave, she now is one for life? You don’t return to your own country because you will become a slave when you return, should I see you like one too?” His face twists further, disgust and anger now dripping of his very being. “So, it is fine if someone more powerful than you uses that power to control your life? Just because someone can control a bit more strength, qi or mana, their word is law?”

Only Ket seems to be able to withstand the darkness now swirling around Teach. Selis is looking wide-eyed at what is happening as the aura seems to avoid her entirely. The bearded man’s voice now thunders through the absolute silence.

“Just because someone can punch or fight a bit better, should we all take their word as law? Should we all revert back to the animals we evolved from? Throw away the amazing thing that is consciousness and sentient thought, just to start fighting like savage animals who kill each other to become the alpha?”

Silence reigns for a full minute as he gets himself back under control. Slowly, the sound of rattling chains become audible again as the prisoners shift around nervously. Angeta is now cowering in the corner, huddled into a ball.


⁂
 

Goddammit, this is why I don’t like looking up stuff in my information database. I went through the archive of everything Angeta said so far and found the conversation between Vox and her as they sparred. I had to look through a lot of irritating and morally disgusting facts to get to it. I know that keeping my modern-earth, so-called enlightened mindset, is not smart, but I refuse to be dragged down to the level of the world I am in.

I lock away the rage and the green swirls of mana fade from my view again. I sensed someone busy performing rape as we walked down the stairs, killing that man calmed me down a bit, but those callous remarks brought back those feelings with a vengeance. I really shouldn’t take it out on Angeta though, she is a product of her environment.

I look around the hold we are in and drag my hand across my face. I close my eyes and pour out nearly all my qi. ‘FREEZE YOU MOLECULE FUCKERS, STOP ROTATING, STASIS FIELD FREEZE ALL ALIVE, GO!’

People stop moving as I push the qi around the ship, avoiding my students. Selis freaks out a bit as the small form in her hands starts stiffening. “I froze everyone other than us, put her down somewhere.” She carefully drops the half-conscious girl back on the floor.

I can hold this for… at least half an hour before I start getting a headache, let’s get to work.









Chapter three

[bookmark: _Toc5718744][bookmark: _Toc16934425]Probe 

I  breathe in the salty air as the wind messes with my hair. I look at the frozen figures around me as the ship rocks back and forth. Every single person not a cultivator is frozen by me, their molecular movement arrested by brute force. I’m sitting on the deck while guiding my students. I look at each still person on this ship, comparing their aura with what I perceive as their soul.

The small girl Selis picked up is a good example, the sphere I perceive as I pour qi into her brain is pitch black. The aura I perceive from her is untainted though, just very frail. The frailty comes from shock and trauma. A person that is focusing inwards, shutting themselves in their mind, doesn’t shine as brightly as a mentally healthy individual.

I retract my qi from her brain and peer inside Tree, looking at the fish from my experiment. The fish that are in a dense concentration of positive mana have very dark grey souls. They are very faint, as they barely have any thinking capacity, but it clears some things up.

What I see as a soul must be an indicator of what kind of mana type is most common in their environment. Whoever designed this world - and I don’t believe that this planet is natural for a single second - has done a crappy job. I sigh a bit at the weirdness of this system and mentally move on for now.

I mark the little girl with a small light emitting formation above her head and move on to the rest. A third of the frozen slaves have nice-feeling auras. The rest are all in varying states of brokenness. The captain is an excellent example of a broken aura and should illustrate a good point.

You are what you eat, but you’re also what you do. If you break things often, that starts to reflect on you. Constantly breaking things like a person’s will, marriages, families, lives, and even things like virginities all leave a mark. The captain feels so wrong that I would not be surprised if he murders entire orphanages daily.

I do a cost-benefit calculation of letting the guy live and come to the conclusion that this world is a better place without him. I have long since perfected the most optimal way of killing someone, so I recall the spell I have developed for this exact purpose. It is an extremely small formation; its only purpose is plugging up the communication channels between nerves.

There are microscopic little gates that allow one neuron to communicate with another in the places where nerve cells touch by sending salt ions through them. This little formation shuts those down in a specific area. Preventing any nerve communication from happening in the heart is a very cost-effective way of making sure it won’t ever beat again. I don’t want to spend more qi than necessary to kill people like this scumbag on pure principle.

None of the crew in rags or any of the soldiers are wholesome people, so I mark none of them. Bord stomps back on deck, carrying two stiff forms on his shoulders. He carefully lays them down on the wooden planks, making the neat rows of frozen figures a little bigger. I stand up as he walks back down the stairs.

I’ve been thinking about what to do with this collection of poor souls, but I think I have come to a conclusion. I’ll need to advance my schedule once again, but this quicker pace will also open up a lot of possibilities. A lot of things I have observed on this planet just don’t make sense to me, and something is giving me the heebie-jeebies and an odd sense of urgency.

I pull my drone from my spatial ring as the students gather the marked slaves, leaving only empty chains behind. I stop looking at the growing rows and focus on the metal plane in my hands. I’ve been wanting to modify the camera for a while now and have been slowly testing new designs in the background of my mind.

Making sure that a simple camera keeps focus over a variety of distances is a seriously complex engineering problem. I can start adding telescoping lenses and such, but I want to keep the thing as simple as possible for now. The camera is the simplest one I can make, a dark room with a pinprick to let light through to the back wall covered by a photosensitive film.

It works like one of those old disposable film cameras from Earth, a hermetically sealed room with a single, unmovable lens. The backplate is covered with a shitload of light-sensitive formations. I spent most of my crafting time on these things. I had to employ my newly gained augur to the best of my abilities to craft all these minuscule photosensors.

There are roughly two million light detecting qi formations on the backplate, giving me a two-megapixel resolution. It only produces a black and white image for now; making it this small and complex was difficult enough. There are fourteen hundred rows and columns, and every formation is only a couple dozen micrometres in size. The data is stored in long tubes, one behind every sensor stretching backwards.

The formations turn the light into small amounts of qi. This energy is then pushed into the tubes arrayed behind the backplate. This qi travels very slowly through the tubes, allowing me time to read and reconstruct the data captured within. A bit of qi takes an entire day to move through the length of the tubes, thus limiting the amount of time the drone can record. Letting the qi travel slower will pack the density changes too close together for me to read with any ease. It’s an analogue process, so the only resolution limit is the number of sensors present and the clarity of the crystalline tubes.

I didn’t even bother to put a lens in front of it; I just added a raster of light-absorbing material that only allows perpendicular light through. I will have to modify this system to allow for wide-area scans. And I want to set up a manufacturing line inside Tree. Mass production with qi is a cheat. I will need a volcano a lot sooner than I originally planned.

Grinning, I allow myself to be distracted by thinking of how much lava I should kidnap along with the mountain itself. Or, I realise, I could just steal a lot of lava, and make the mountain myself. Or maybe I should go and find some sort of fuel source and heat a shitload of stone with that? Perhaps a nice oil or coal deposit? I will have to keep my ears open for rumours of tar pits and such.

I start humming a song as I pull some sand and other trace minerals from my ring. I order some qi to deconstruct into pure heat, which causes the sand to melt. I shape it into a thin lens and use my augur to force it to solidify into a single even crystal. I rip the mesh from the front of the camera and form the metal around the lens. I do some more checks and find it has an acceptable focusing length.

The resolution of the entire thing is not that high anyway, so there is little need for extremely precise focusing. I strip the qi from the storage tubes and point the camera at the ship. I hold it still for a few seconds and check the data storage with my augur. I can reconstruct a decent image from the data I pull from the analogue storage tubes.

It still has a rather narrow field of view, but it’s a lot better for general surveillance than the laser-focused system it had before. I program it to fly in a long loop away from my current position, climbing higher the further away it gets. I want to start generating a rough map of the sea around me. Any maps I have found so far turned out to be horribly inaccurate.

I’d describe it as programming, but that’s honestly too fancy a word. I put the instructions inside slow travel tubes similar to the camera’s storage. These then get executed when they emerge in the control centre at their designated times and locations. Looking the entire thing over one last time, I throw the drone into the air and watch it zoom away. The inscribed engine tubes on its side start churning air, and it speeds off silently. Soon it’s a speck in the sky, and I return to what’s happening on deck.

I step around a frozen soldier and walk to the helm above the captain’s quarter. I climb the stairs while avoiding more people who are frozen in place. I have fifteen minutes left before my head will start pounding like a drum because of the strain, I will need to do this quickly.

I grab Lola from my shoulder. “Knockout on my signal, kay?” She wiggles her nose once, and I take that as confirmation. She jumps from my grasp and starts hopping around, pirate hat stuck between her ears.

Leaning over the lying figure, I study the mage closely. His robe is truly gaudy, gold embroidery with a ton of gems and precious metal buttons sewn into the luxurious fabric. The mage is a middle-aged man, his expression stuck in a slack-jawed version of boredom. Now, what is the most optimal way of doing this?

⁂
 

Selis stopped shaking a little while ago. She now realises what kind of environment she grew up in. She thought that she had it pretty tough, being ignored and ridiculed constantly. Talking is just talking though; how can a chat about what noble to gift her to or how she should be kept hidden from the neighbours compare to being locked up in a dark hold for weeks on end? How can some overheard gossip compare to wallowing in your own shit and drinking your own piss because of thirst?

‘Teach is right, it all depends on perspective.’ She didn’t understand what Teach did. He got mad, but then just froze everyone with a hair-raising burst of qi and walked upstairs, only saying something about bringing up the ones with lights. Then small embers started glowing above some heads, the girl Selis picked up one of the first to be lit up.

So Selis picked her up again and carried her up the stairs. Underway, she discovered that only the flesh was frozen, leaving cloth and hair free to flap around. So now she is using the girls’ frozen state to power wash the shit out of her.

A high-powered jet of saltwater strips reddish and white fur clean of filth under the blue-haired girl’s ministrations. A wave with her hand leaves the small form clean and dry. She ignores Teach, who is messing with that weird flying triangle again, and continues down the growing line, cleaning each frozen yet still very smelly shape.

She accidentally splashes some water now and then, the fact that these jets hit the crotches of the crew is entirely accidental, of course. She stops herself from doing any permanent damage, but some of the crew is going to be sore when they unfreeze.

Selis realises what Teach is doing by now, only people who feel nice have a small light floating above their heads. She sprays down another small form as Ket and Bord drop four more slaves down on deck.

“That was the last of them,” Ket replies. He looks over to Angeta who comes up behind him, carrying someone wrapped in a cloth. “I thought I got them all?”

Angeta replies with a timid voice. “Found her by smell, we walked by the room she was in when… we were escorted down to the hold.” She says no more and gently lays the figure down. Selis sends some water down the fabric, eyes flying open at the state of the figure beneath. Through the water, she can feel the bound hands and broken bones. Her expression flickers with something dark, but she decides to focus on washing the filth from the covered figure’s fur.

Meanwhile, Teach has walked over to the place where the three big shots are still staring off into the distance. He has been looking at the seated mage, rubbing his chin while pondering something. Selis decides to distract herself from the broken figure on the deck by walking up to him. “Teach, whatcha doing?”

He looks up, swivelling around until he can look down at her. “Thinking.”

‘Stupid Teach, that much even I can see.’ Her internal thoughts must have displayed somehow, as a self-conscious smile flashes across his face. “Who or what would a mage respect or fear deeply?”

She is silent while mulling this question over in her mind. “The Flight?”

Teach’s eyebrows raise. He mutters something about sexy and lizard, but Selis can’t hear it that well. He nods and takes a step back. He motions to the rest of the students who have also clambered up the stairs. “Move behind him, no need to confuse him more than necessary.”

Selis walks towards Lola, stretching out her hands but the little bunny slips through her fingers as her big black eyes keep looking at Teach. The blue-haired girl recalls a previous scene, one with a certain unfortunate bandit, and lets the rabbit be. She plops herself down on the railing, behind the seated mage, waiting to enjoy the show. The rest of the students also gather on the steering deck and seat themselves behind the mage. Bord pulls a bowl of fruit from his ring and starts snacking.

Teacher then closes his eyes. One moment he is an average guy, the next moment his aura billows into the heavens. Faint wings made of shimmering grey form behind him as a fierce aura whips his simple clothes around. He holds his hand out dramatically while stepping closer to the mage. The richly dressed victim starts moving slowly, eyes opening wide as Teach steps closer. “Report, you insignificant mortal!”

The sneer on Teach’s face is perfect, an immaculate blend of arrogance and indifference. Selis wants to clap at the performance. She feels only a fraction of the pressure Teach gives out but already has goose bumps cover her arms. The gaudily dressed guy drops his staff as his eyes open wide while he inhales sharply. Unfortunately, he was eating something, so instead of spilling his guts, he starts choking and turning blue. Selis also wrinkles her nose, the wet spot forming near his crotch clear to her senses.

The feeling of awe and worship flowing through Selis pop like a burst bubble. Teach moves his hand a bit, and Lola turns into a white streak, knocking the mage out cold. He then covers his face with both hands, mumbling about gods and damnations. “Selis, can you clean him up?”

He walks over to the slumped figure, a bruise in the shape of a paw print slowly forming on top of his bald head. Teach then slaps the slumped figure’s back, a piece of food launching itself from the mage’s mouth. Teach performs a smooth dodge as the morsel of food lands in the water. Selis forces the wetness to dribble down the unconscious figure’s legs while making a disgusted face. The sphere of yellow water is quickly collected and launched into the sea even more rapidly.

Teach then stands in front of the mage again, aura rising into the heavens once more. He slaps the mages face with a thick strand of qi. “REPORT, you insignificant mortal, what has been happening in this area?”

The mage pales for the second time, but this time his intake of breath doesn’t bring any food along. Selis once again wrinkles her nose, and an even fouler stench starts to waft from the richly dressed figure. It all seems too much for the poor wielder of mana, and he faints, his eyes rolling into the back of his head.

“I JUST WANT TO ASK A FEW QUESTIONS, for fuck’s sake!” Selis uses a hand to stifle her laughter as Teach vents his frustration.









Chapter four

[bookmark: _Toc5718745][bookmark: _Toc16934426]Interrogation 

I  decided to brute-force the information I want out of this fellow. I sealed him inside an odour barrier; he can soak in his own stench without annoying me with it for now. I pull a small phial from my ring and use qi to guide a single drop of liquid into the mage’s mouth. He’s still unconscious, but it will take effect quickly. I have ten minutes left before keeping all these people frozen starts becoming uncomfortable, so I decide to hurry the process along.

I ignore the giggling students and slap the mage awake. His bleary, unfocused eyes are proof that the serum has taken effect. He will answer any question I ask of him without fail for the next ten minutes or so; that should be enough to get a basic idea of the local power structure.

“Report anything of note over the last year.”

The mage wobbles his head in my direction. His face turns into a petulant scowl. “Those ignorant fools from the Capillary faction have started stirring up trouble again. Some of our charges disappeared under the waves for no reason. Ozone are still not getting off their asses. Wave and Absence have colluded in taking over the mana mine, Ferro and Strata watched it happen, so they got bribed. We don’t know what percentage. No Flight sightings last year, we have only been holding out because of the fire dragon corpse. The main shield of Disintegration Island is slowly being sabotaged, maybe from within. Shi-Eit is steady, and under control, Beastkin are unruly with a slight chance of a local rebellion. The other kingdoms…”

At this point, I hold up my hand. This is one of the significant drawbacks of this truth serum; the victim just spouts whatever is bothering them without any context. And instead of nice, clear and concise speech, the stuff also messes with short-term memory. So, the end result is a slurred mess of random thoughts.

I have to praise my translation process for keeping up with this rambling guy; the names are approximations of their literal translations. I can infer some meaning, but let’s ask for some clarification.

“Give me a novice introduction to the mage politics.”

The mages glassy eyes wander across the deck for a moment. He looks over the frozen figures of the crew until his eyes snap back to me.

“Each faction has a well-protected main island, attacking it with a different mana affinity is suicide because of the mana gathering formations. Over half of the mana around Disintegration Island is fire, so it’s easy for us to replenish while defending.”

The mage pauses here, rolling his eyes around. He must be getting his thoughts in order, which is harder to do when stoned out of your mind on truth serum. He continues ten seconds later.

“My faction, Disintegration, is the fire faction, ranked as one of the most powerful in fighting force. Capillary…” He attempts to spit on the ground, but his poor coordination causes drool to dribble down his chin. “…are the water mages. Ozone is thunder; they are very close to Suspension, which is wind, due to similar affinities. Strata is earth and useless, but they make nice buildings. Wave and Absence are located on opposite sides of the Isles, and they ignore each other because they can’t really attack each other. Those are light and dark. Ferro are also useless, but they make nice weapons and armour. A lot of wind apprentices are available for hire as sail guides and wind changers; their big shots have not shown their faces for years.”

He trails off as his eyes close. I slap his face lightly to keep him awake. “How do I join a mage faction?”

“Trained as a child, no adults, they’re too unruly.” He looks me in the eyes and starts snoring. I slap him again to wake him up.

“What do the flags signify?”

“Captains quarters, book of flags…”

I look at my students. “Can you guys come up with any good questions?”

I see Ket thinking before speaking. “Ask about the mana mine.”

I have no need to ask as the mage starts speaking at once. “No, can’t talk about that. Immediate death. Can’t talk about the mana crystal dungeon even if I wanted to. Spells to kill traitors. Spells to kill deserters. Got to keep the central island guarded and safe, none may enter middle island except high mages except for low lives and losers.”

He keeps blabbering on about not talking about it while spilling all the beans. The spells he mentioned must be scare tactics, or they detect malicious intent. He is totally stoned, and I’ve disabled all the active enchantments on his robes and staff. I think up another question.

“Teach me the basics of casting magic.”

His eyes snap back to me as they fill with a mix of nervousness and hate. “Be the emotion. Become the emotion. Let it fill you until you are its all and its all is you. Then command it.”

He shuts up after that as if that should make everything clear. I scratch my head as I think about this. “How does one get more powerful?”

“More emotion.”

Again, as if that should make any sense. Or maybe… I press a finger to the guy’s forehead and sink a thread of augur into his brain, swishing it around to make a simple map. I find something stuck in between the two halves. It’s a small mana crystal. What the flying fuck. These mages start replacing their brains with crystallised mana? How does that even work?

“Explain the mana core in your head.”

His eyes bug out as fear fills his face. “No core, no core. Can’t tell anyone about the cores. They would kill us all, oh god, they would harvest us like crops. No core, we don’t have a core.”

I slap him again to stop the panic attack from taking hold. “What position do you have in your faction?”

“Full mage.”

“What are the ranks?”

“Apprentice, journey, master, full, grand and high mage.” He rattles off a well-practised row of ascending terms.

“Estimate numbers of each rank?”

“Only high mage knows. One high mage per faction, many apprentices.”

“What signifies a rank?”

“Apprentice mages can light a candle. Master mages can blow up a house. Grand mages can destroy a city. I can burn down a small town inside an hour.”

This is all very fire-specific, so I ask for more information. “Do other factions have similar power rankings?”

I get a blank stare in return. So, there is very little interplay between these schools of affinity, huh. I guess I don’t need to worry about some guy flinging compound stuff like lava or steam around then? Maybe the higher-ups are in cahoots with other factions, so let’s not eliminate that possibility just yet. I stroke my beard as I think of other questions to ask.

“Where did you get these slaves?” Selis asks.

The mage slowly turns his head. “We sunk three illegal trading ships and bought some at Perduuk.”

I look at Selis with a single eyebrow raised. “Ah, the Perduuk Islands are to the north-east of the Capital and the main slave-trading hub…”

I nod. Good to know, I guess. “Where are you guys sailing to anyway?”

“Absence Island, we got a hold full of useless and weak slaves; they always need live bodies.”

I form a rough map of the Shi-Eit kingdom and the northern waters with some lines of qi. “Where is the mana mine?”

His eyes start bugging out again as he flaps his mouth open like a fish. I see him looking at some of the islands though. I turn to my students. “Go look through the captain’s quarters for maps and that flag book he told us about.”

Selis, Ket, and Bord walk down the stairs. I can see Ket calculating profit margins in his head, and Selis is surreptitiously rubbing her hands together, but why is Bord also… I hear a splintering crash as the door is opened with a fat punch. I check what they are doing with some qi sense, and I see Ket pointing at a wall while Bord gleefully rams his fist through the finely detailed panel work. Secret compartments, I should have known.

I turn to Vox while pulling a small phial from my ring. “This is Failure to Recall, also known as Heavenly Confounding History Potion. How much should I give each crew member to make them forget our presence?”

Vox jumps as I suddenly address him. He was staring over the horizon, zoning out. He looks at the phial in my hand and puts the egg-shaped jade to his forehead. He looks around for someone, and I think I know who. “Ket is not here; do your own math.”

Vox frowns a bit before closing his eyes and wagging his finger around as he does some mental calculations. He opens his eyes a few seconds later. “A quarter of a drop… maybe?”

Was that a question or an answer? “Check the information about standardised measurements; the part labelled ‘metric’.”

He puts the jade to his forehead again while he stares at the fingers of his free hand. He moves thumb and forefinger apart, first a single centimetre, then ten. He mumbles softly to himself. “Drop is… point-oh-five. Milli? Thousand? Too small then, micro? Micro!”

He looks up with a proud glint in his eyes. “Twelve point five microliters!”

“You want to turn everyone brain-dead?” How did he even get to such an answer? That much will scorch a mortal’s short-term memory centre into charcoal. I keep staring at the redhead as his face scrunches up while he starts calculating again. This might take a while; volume calculations have tricky sums because of varying exponents.

I turn to the mage. “What do the factions specialise in? Who has the largest library and who are the best enchanters?”

The guy is staring at me with groggy eyes, so I slap him. “Ow, Ozone has many books, Ferro make weapons, and Wave makes mage tools.”

I am still deciphering this answer to understandable language when Ket walks back up the stairs. “Teacher, I found a map in the mage’s quarters.”

He gives me a roll of parchment, and I unfurl it. The mages islands are displayed in bright colours. The six natural elemental islands are arranged in an enormous hexagon, with the light and darkness factions on opposite sides outside the shape. There is a big, black blob of ink the middle of this hexagon.

I turn to the mage again, pointing at the black spot. “Is that the mana mine?” I see him twitch as his eyes roll around. “No, nope, no, no, there is nothing there, just blackness, no dungeon, no.”

I leave the mumbling mage behind. I have enough information for now. Vox joins me in walking to the deck. “One microliter per ten kilogrammes of body weight?”

I shrug in response and hand him the bottle and a black cube. “Who knows, find out yourself, here is the draft. Here is also a cube of precisely one kilogramme and ten by ten centimetres. Ask Ket to double-check calculations before you administer it, please.” I give him a pointed stare. No need to turn the ship’s crew into Alzheimer patients.

A loud crash makes me look around. Bord is carrying a massive poster bed under Selis’ direction. He just kicked out the entire wall to the captain’s quarters and is carrying the gaudily worked enormous bed onto the deck. Selis looks at me with sparkling eyes. “Can you put this bed in my house, pleeeaaaase?”

“Did you clean it thoroughly? Who knows where the previous owner has been?”

She nods vigorously. “Stripped everything yucky from it with water.”

Tess has been watching this spectacle closely, and I see her disappear. Moments later, another wall falls on deck, this one not crushed but neatly sliced through. “I want this bed, Selis, can you clean this one too?”

She begins hauling a bed with even more ornaments and pillows to the deck. I pull off my necklace and lock it in the air. “Do whatever you want.”

I stop myself from throwing my hands up in the air in exasperation. I initially planned to let the crew wander around in a memory-loss haze to erase any evidence of us being here. I hear another crash as Bord punches down and see Ket throwing barrels up to the deck. Ah well, I did say that I wanted to play pirate, right? I look around, looking for something to loot myself.
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I  throw treasure into the air, letting it rain down on my face. A sharp diamond hits me in the eye? And a gold bar smashes into my nose while a smattering of gold coins hit teeth. Ow, who said that showering in gold was fun? It’s heavy as shit.

I look around the hold with disappointment in my eyes. Maybe I should use a better method of gold-bathing? It’s not enough treasure to dive into like a certain duck, but it’s a decent start. Let’s think about that later. I kick the coins to the side as I squeeze through the rest of the hold. This ship is mainly transporting slaves, but it has cargo stowed away here and there.

The most valuable stuff was hidden in secret compartments inside the captain’s quarters, with the exception of this chest of gold stashed in the hold. Various barrels of alcohol, rolls of cloth, and crates of other materials are being carried upstairs by my students.

I feel a pressure building up in my mind, a clear indication that the stasis spell is starting to become too much for me. I walk up the planks and catch Bord stuffing a massive, ornamental couch into my necklace. I ignore the piles of loot stacked around, waiting to be stuffed inside the Tree, and walk to Vox.

“Figured out the dosage yet?”

He looks up with bloodshot eyes. “I… I really hate doing calculations, but I should give the average crew member eight microliters.”

I double check this and come to the conclusion that he’s right! “Nice work; how should we administer it?”

Vox glances as Selis, but I shake my head. This stuff is essential in the field of alchemy, and the ability to make precise measurements is one of the most important skills in that profession. Vox opens the small bottle and pulls out a drop with a thread of qi. He separates the drop into six smaller drops. He holds them still and looks at me.

“That is about right for an average adult male, too much for kids and women though.” Vox groans as he starts doing the mental math again. I grin at him while grabbing control of the floating potion. I pull out some more and prepare a proper dosage for every frozen person. The mage will not remember anything because of the truth potion, so I skip him.

Guiding a single drop to each person, I fly it into their nostril. There it will get absorbed by the mucous membranes. It takes me five seconds to administer everyone on board; the medicine will work very fast when the stasis field lifts. I look over the rows of frozen slaves and think for a moment.

I decide with a sigh, ‘There goes my peaceful life.’ No more lazing around for me; let’s get to work then. I close my eyes and focus on Tree. I see fields filled with fresh saplings and short blades of grass sprouting from the dark earth. I pick a spot behind the garden and clear out some of the small plants. I then make a quick and dirty apartment complex. The qi in the air still has my fingerprints on it, so controlling it takes relatively little effort. Pulling up the ground and compacting it, I hastily construct a building.

I make some bunk beds, and one by one, place the frozen slaves on these resting places. Once the deck is empty and the rooms are full, I finish the entire thing with a score of enchantments. I scribble all kinds of words and symbols in the compressed earth, focussing on strength and stillness. I cover the beds with a semi-permanent engraving that will keep the stasis spell going. I ask Tree to keep it supplied with power and feel that it does so with little effort. I will deal with those poor sods later, give them a proper chance at life.

I snap myself back to the real world and feel the current stasis spell pulling on my mental strength, so I let the formation go with a sigh of relief.

“Kids should get 3 to 6 microliters and… Why is everyone moving again? Where did the slaves go?” The crew stumbling about wakes Vox from his math hell.

“Stasis spell was getting heavy, so I drugged everyone. LOOTING TIME IS OVER, WE ARE LEAVING!” My yell attracts the attention of all the crew. Lola comes hopping over to me, and I switch the concealment function off as she jumps on my shoulder.

“Who are you?”

“How did you get on board?”

“Rabbit?

“Intruder! Get him!”

“Looting, who is looting who?”

I dramatically point to the captain, who has fallen on his face. I yell in faux panic. “Something is wrong with the captain!”

All the attention on me gets diverted to the still twitching corpse of the vile man.

“Captain!”

“Who did this?”

“First, did you see what happened?”

“Finally, the bastard is dead!”

That last shout causes some of the other crew to agree, while the rest makes enraged faces.

“Who is a bastard, you bastard?”

“I call dibs on his hat; I love that hat!”

“How did you know that my mother cheated on my father? I kept my bastard status a secret for years!”

“RABBIT! LET’S EAT MEAT!”

“The captain, what is wrong with the captain!?”

This last shout diverts the attention once again. I look around with a big grin on my face. People without a functioning short-term memory are funny as hell.

“Who are you, lady with the long black hair?”

“There is a beastkin free, grab her!”

“Who are you?”

“Where did you pop up from, fatty?”

The rest of my students have gathered now, and I pull the rest of the stacked loot inside Tree.

“Captain! CAAPTAAAIN, WHAT IS WRONG WITH YOOOUUUU?”

“Wow, did you see that stuff just disappear?”

“See what?”

“What, there is a rabbit on that guy’s shoulder!”

“Who are you again?”

“Hey sexy blue-haired lady, let’s go below decks and get to kno-” OOF OW AUCH

“Wow, Dave, who beat you up?”

“Huh, I’m beat up?”

“Cap, what is… CAPTAAAIN, SNAP OUT OF IT.”

We gather by the side of the railing, trying hard not to burst into laughter. Angeta is still somewhat timid, but I see a sparkle of humour in her eyes now.

“Who are those people over there?”

“Dave, you still owe me money!”

“Nuh-uh, I paid you yester… ow, I do indeed still owe you money.”

“Thanks… By the way Dave, you still owe me money!”

“No, I just… Yeah, you are right, here… Where is my money, WHO STOLE FROM ME?”

“CAAAPTAAAAAAAIN”

“I love this hat!”

“Rabbit!”

“Who are you guys?”

I jump overboard, ignoring the brawl beginning behind me. I land on the water and start walking to the north again. I hear splashes as my student’s land on the sea surface with varying levels of success. Selis gently steps on the waves, as if softly walking over a pillow. Bord does a cannonball but gets stuck in the sea at waist height.

Ket lands with measured perfection. Angeta slows down with a translucent leaf in her hands and lands with the grace of a cat. A wet cat, as she immediately plunges through the water surface. Vox just bashes the water away with enough speed to cancel out his fall and pulls the soaking furball from the salty wetness. Tess appears from my own shadow and skates across the surface with a black glow around her feet.

The wet furball sputters a bit as we all look the other way. I decide to start running to get some distance from the forgetful crew. I hear more anguished shouts as the crew keep discovering stolen items or destroyed ship parts. More dramatic yells of ‘captain’ keep happening as I hear a single, mournful wail of ‘bunny’. The entire mess devolves into a brawl. The mage - still stoned out of his mind - is just sitting in his chair.

Five minutes of running later, I stop. I hand my necklace to Lola and drop her on the water surface. “I have to modify the ship a bit, be right back.” And I jump inside.

I get to work as soon as I land in the clearing. Jumping towards the frontal mast, I give it a kick. Wooden splinters shower around me as the big tree trunk partially turns to sawdust and shoots away. I make sharp threads of qi and use them like a saw, smoothing the deck over. I have no idea how to sail with two masts, so it was kind of dumb to make the ship like that.

Hindsight is twenty-twenty, whatever. I quickly craft some loops and places to tie ropes to from wood and metal. I jam these in what I think are the proper spots and pull a big roll of cloth from my ring. I automate the sail creation process, and watch the white cloth slowly being cut and sewn together with qi-reinforced thread.

More rope goes through a loop on the single, leftover mast that is now missing the crossbeam thing. I realise that I need a keel with this type of sailing, to prevent the boat from drifting sideways when going close to the wind. I think I can remember that sailing against the wind was a close haul, but that sounds stupid to me.

I force some lead bars into a single lump and quickly cover it in wooden planks. I then lift the entire ship, making sure to move the half done sail out of the way, and glue the keel to the bottom of the ship with a strand of augur. Ten seconds later, the sail is done, and I put it on the mast in all its triangular glory.

I am now looking at a revolution of sea transport, the modern triangular sail. Instead of those gigantic square sails, this baby can actually go against the wind! I hope, at least. Let’s find out!

I pull the entire thing through Tree and scare the shit out of my students. They all scramble away; Lola is the only one who is just looking upwards at the approaching thirty-metre-long ship as it rushes down. I grab the fluffball and land on the rocking deck.

I close my eyes for a second as I adjust some of the formations. A flash of light creates a new, hidden button on the steering column. I press it, and a shimmering field rushes over the entire vessel. This is the simplest form of concealment that I know of, invisible to mortals but laughably easy to see through when you’re a cultivator.

My students land on the deck one by one, Angeta is dripping wet again. I frown at her. “Why are you wet? Go train your water walking.”

Her bubbling anger wilts, and she shuffles over to the railing. “Vox and Bord, join her. Your water walking can also use some work.”

The trio starts muttering amongst themselves, and I hear a few faint curses. This only causes me to smile. So much better than all that stiff and unyielding bowing and scraping based on the stupid concept of face.

I turn around and start pulling the variety of ropes I added to keep the sail on the mast. I think that these are called lanyards? Other terms like cunningham and jib-sheet cross my mind, but I decide once again that I don’t care enough about sailing to get the names right. The sail rope keeps the sail up, and the other ropes…

I realise that I forgot to add a boom. The sail will work, but… Overtaking? Tacking? Flipping the sail to the other side of the ship will be a lot of trouble. I ponder this with my chin in my hand for a little while. I pull the crossbeam that previously adorned the vessel from Tree and make some modifications.

I stick it to the mast and use my augur to make a crude hinge. It’s a captive ball joint, normal wood would splinter at these stresses, but I simply infuse some more passive qi into the mechanism. I extrude some wooden rings and force the bottom of the sail through these. Augur is a great tool for splitting and reconnecting fibrous materials.

The second rope I use on the ship gets its proper name though, the main rope. Mainsheet, I mean. It prevents the boom from flapping around, a few wooden pulleys and clever use of the flexibility of wood allow me to quickly tighten and loosen the rope.

I let the sail catch wind as I pull it up the mast. It starts to resist, but the mast, rope and sail are stronger than steel, so raising the thing under wind pressure is no problem. The entire ship jerks to the side as the sail flaps taut, giving the ship a tilt. It starts moving immediately.

I walk to the stern and wave at my running students. I infuse some qi in the wind, causing the ship to speed up further. I give them a jolly wave while shouting. “Try to keep up! This is a good qi-control exercise! No food if you guys don’t get on board before nightfall!”

I give another blinding smile while looking at the horror-stricken faces of the trio. There is something intensely satisfying about giving people the proper motivation to succeed in life.

In a good mood, I start walking to the middle of the deck, my heartcore compensating for the small amount of sway the boat now has. What to do next? It’ll take some time to get to anything interesting, and I have enough sailor lingo stored to speak the dialect fluently. I think I’ll do some cooking.
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T ess has her eyes closed. She is attempting to become one with the world at this moment. She is focusing all of her qi enhanced attention on the singular most important object. There is only that object. Nothing else matters. It is all. It’s her entire universe.

“Got another one!” sounds the happy voice of a girl whose head is covered with short blue hair. Tess’s eyebrows twitch as a new vein pops up on her forehead. Become one with the universe, girl, ignore all that is earthly.

Tess is attempting to ignore all mortal things because she is fishing. The wooden stick in her hands has a thin rope that trails behind the boat. On that rope is a colourful, wooden item that Teach called a float. Beneath that float are several metal weights keeping the line under the water’s surface, followed by a viciously barbed hook holding a shred of mystery meat.

Tess ignores Ket, who is now hefting a wooden spear, it’s sharply carved barbs shining. He throws the weapon into the water with a casual toss. The rope following behind it seems too short, but Ket pulls the spear back the moment the line runs out. Water sprays from the line as he pulls the entire ensemble back up. Skewered on the wooden tip is a beautifully coloured fish, a metre long.

“Hah, eat that Selis. I’m ahead again.”

One with the world, Tess thinks. She is trying to remember the simpler times when all she had to worry about was sneaking through the dungeon. Back then, all she needed to do was keep her back covered in case somebody wanted to backstab her. Such simple times, when a single gold coin would be a risk to carry on the streets. When she could be left behind for dead because she had a piece of bread someone else wanted.

“Thirty-three! Even again, Ket!”

Because in those simpler times, she could control her own fate and wasn’t dependant on how “MUCH SOME FUCKING FISH WANTED TO BITE, RAAAAH!”

Silence spreads across the rear deck of the Ascent after the black-haired girl stops yelling. Selis asks with a worried expression “are you okay, Tess?”

She smacks the wooden pole on the deck with a crack. Seeing the infernal thing undamaged, she stomps on it a couple of times for good measure. “Have fun fishing. Seems it’s not for me.”

Selis and Ket are completely deaf to the sarcasm dripping from her voice and happily continue with their fishing. The massive wooden tubs behind them are currently filled with all sorts of fish. Tess angrily spits in one, venting some of her anger as she stomps down the stairs. Her hands twitch as she hears another jubilant yell behind her, but she continues walking.

She abuses the stairs going down to the below decks by stomping on them with all her might, standing in the wooden hallway breathing deeply for a little bit. She then takes an extra-large breath and shakes her head. “Happy thoughts, girl. Smiling is free, after all.”

With a refreshing smile, the girl walks forward to the place where her teacher is at. She sees him puttering around some wooden bowl that has weirdly glowing stripes and markings on the outside. “How’s it going, Teach?”

The bearded man looks up startled, and Tess sees his muscles tense, ready to spring into a fighting stance. “Tess. Should have known it was you who was sneaking up on me.”

Tess frowns, as she was most definitely not sneaking, but decides to let it go.

“Anyway, the fish are doing fine. I think I finally figured some stuff out.”

Tess recoils when she hears the word fish, a brief mix of fury and disgust on her face. Teach looks at her with a weird expression. “Well, I think it’s interesting; no need to recoil at how boring you think my experiments are.”

Tess stands there hopelessly for a bit. That is not what she meant at all. “No, I meant…”

“It’s fine, the path of a scientist is often a lonely one.” Teach looks off into the distance with such a melancholic expression on his face, such a peerless aura, that she bursts out laughing. She clutches her stomach, trying to get herself under control.

Teach stands there with a single eyebrow raised as her laughing fit peters out. “That’s not what… Doesn’t matter, I wanted to talk about something else.”

“What is it then?” The bearded man takes one last look at the bowls scattered around the small room before turning to the girl.

“You talked about mana and emotions, right?” Seeing a nod in return, she continues, “I think I know what attracts dark mana.”

Excitement spreads across Teach’s face. “I was just about to do some cooking, come and explain it to me while you help.”

‘COOKING COOKING, I CAN MAKE THAT FOOD MYSELF IF I PAY ATTENTION.’ Tess reigns in her boiling excitement and shakes her head to clear it of those kinds of thoughts. What was she talking about again? “I was cycling through emotions, trying to really get a feel for them, but I noticed nothing even if I was seething with anger.”

A small vein wants to pop up on her forehead again, but she takes a deep and calming breath. “At least, until I tried to feel extremely bored. Nothing happened until I got bored of feeling bored. Like I was alone on an endless grey plane, nothing to do, see, hear, smell or anything.”

Teach keeps nodding his head, encouraging her to go on. “Then when I truly felt like killing myself to escape the boredom, I saw some dark strands floating around.”

Teach stops halfway up the stairs. His eyes dim and the light leaves them completely. His expression goes slack-jawed, and he starts looking like a dead guy. “Teach?” No response. “Teacher? What are you doing?”

She starts freaking out when he just stands there for half a minute. When she is about to gather up the courage to slap him, he jolts awake again. Then she feels powerful hands wrap around her waist and carry her upstairs.

Then the world starts spinning. Her legs go flying as Teach whirls her around. “Hahaha, thanks Tess, I noticed some dark mana!”

He plops Tess down on the deck, who stumbles around with legs made from jelly. “N… No problem.”

She stumbles to a railing and starts dry heaving, suppressing the urge to vomit with all her might. Teach is still beaming at her. “I was wondering what the other emotions would be but couldn’t find the specific emotional wavelengths to create a mana connection. Who knew boredom is a primary emotion? This world is really fucked.”

Tess stumbles back from the railing as Teach’s continuous spouting semi-intelligible gibberish. “No.” HURK “No problem, just don’t…” She wipes the cold sweat from her forehead. “Never, ever do that again please.”

“Never say never; now let’s do some cooking.” Teach then waves his hand, and a huge table plops into existence. The entire boat shudders as the object crashes onto the deck. Everyone, except for Teach and Bord, goes stumbling about as the ship settles in its new draft, half a metre lower.

“Ah, that table is super massive, almost forgot.” He shrugs his shoulder as he continues to pull a wide variety of things from his ring, from knives to spice racks to a barbeque. “Come, Tess, you can help me and do some taste testing.”

Her mood immediately improves, and she walks over to the impromptu kitchen area. “I know how to grill meat, but that’s all my cooking experience.”

Teach waves his hand. “No problem, cooking is rather easy. I saw you fishing before; go get some of your fish.”

The bearded man continues rearranging his equipment but looks up after not receiving an answer for ten seconds.

Calm, Tess, calm. One with the world, the world is one. Breathe in EXPLODE “I FISHED FOR HALF A DAY AND DIDN’T CATCH A SINGLE ONE! THEN THOSE TWO…” Tess viciously stabs her finger towards the duo who are still hauling in large fish, one after the other. “…COME OVER AND START REELING THEM IN, WRAAAAG!”

Silence reigns once again supreme until a single brave soul breaks the silence. “Did you ask them how they do it?” Tess focuses her entire attention on Vox, who is lying on the deck without a shirt. “Maybe they use some trick?” asks the redhead as he heals another sunburn. He mumbles about how impossible it is to get a tan with his skin.

Tess then stomps over to the fishing duo. They stopped, metre-long fish in hand when Tess exploded for the second time today. “HOW THE FUCK do you guys do that?” Her glare is hot enough to melt steel.

“I ask the fishes to come over?”

“Scan using minimal qi grid, extrapolate the fish’s movement vector, compensate for water refraction and execute throw.”

These two answers, each as incomprehensible as the other, are the breaking point. Tess just crumples into a heap and starts to suck her thumb. A big black cat peeks its head out of a deck hatch, and seeing its rider lying depressed in a heap, walks over, licks her face and lies down next to her.


⁂
 

Tess is acting weird. First, she comes up with this genius dark mana theory, I thank her, and she reacts weird. Then I ask her to bring over a fish, and she explodes. Now she is making baby noises while lying against the railing as she cuddles her mount.

Whatever, I am not a psychologist. “Bring some fish over!”

I stand ready, knives in hand as Ket sends the first fish flying. I punch it back into the sea. “Highly poisonous, next!”

Another one comes flying. I also shove a thread of augur in this one. “Inedible, highly venomous. Those spikes are filled with nerve poison.” I also punch that one back into the sea, the spikes shattering against my fist.

A third one comes flying. “Filled with heavy metals, not good for consumption. Are there any edible fish around?” I walk over to the big wooden barrels as the third fish splashes back into the waves. I look some of them over while Ket and Selis shuffle nervously like kid whose summer projects are being graded publicly.

Then I see it. It looks nothing like a tuna, but its flesh has nearly the same consistency. I pull the small shark from the water while breaking its spine. I paralyse it by scrambling its spinal column, preventing acid build-up from spasms in the muscles. It looks rather disgusting, covered in warts and pustules, but that doesn’t matter if the flesh is tasty.

I look at both barrels and notice a pattern. Selis’ barrel is filled with the ugliest fish of the sea, Ket’s barrel is filled with a mix of normal and ugly fish. I stare at the blue-haired girl with suspicion but decide to let this fish discrimination go.

“Don’t judge a book by its cover. This baby will be delicious.” I drag the flopping mess behind me across the deck. I stop as I see the horrible slime trail it leaves. I decide to hold it out over the railing as I cut off the gross bits, leaving me a beautiful white fish skeleton filled with gorgeous pink flesh.

“That means, don’t go and make conclusions based on appearances alone, you unread and uncivilised barbarians.” I slap the thing on my workbench and start cutting filet’s off the carcass. I taste a piece and tears fill my eyes as the heavenly taste of tuna melts in my mouth. Oh, how I missed you. Sushi recipes tumble around in my head. I shall first fry some delicious steaks before freaking out my students with raw fish and rotted soybean sauce.

Angeta timidly walks over, her un-human ears lying back against her head. “Uhm, I was one of the best butchers in town, can I help?”

She is fidgeting like a nervous girl asking a boy out. What is going on? Ah, I might have flown a bit off the handle back there in the slave hold. Should I fix this? I decide to test the waters by giving her a big smile.

“Sure, can you handle fish?” I see her ears wilt further. “No problem, meat is meat, after all. Here is a knife. Slice me some juicy steaks by cutting here, here and here in this manner, see?”

She timidly grabs the knife, but her aura shifts the moment she holds the tool. Her stance becomes confident, and she expertly handles the blade, slicing with precision. There are truly hidden talents everywhere!

I gather some spices and seasonings and start to heat the grill stones. It’s not a true barbeque, just a big slab of stone on legs that I heat as needed with qi. I pull some vegetables from my ring and from Tree’s garden. A few of the more common vegetables have sprouted beautifully under Tree’s careful ministrations.

I show Angeta how to chop the plants, and she reduces them to cooking ingredients with ease. She mumbles something I don’t quite catch, so I ask her a question. “What?”

“I’m sorry.”

“What are you sorry about?” She gives me a weird glance. “Don’t look at me like that, I don’t know what you’re apologising for, please explain.”

“I’m sorry about…” Her sentence peters off into nothing as she halts her knife work.

“Are you apologising for the way you were raised?” She remains silent as she slowly starts chopping again.

“Or about the way the culture you grew up in works?”

I take a wok from my ring and start stir-frying the veggies, adding some sauces and seasonings. I rub a tuna steak with some salt and pepper and slap it on the heated stone grill. I let the scents waft around the ship, sending about half of it straight up into the sky.

I take a deep breath and release it slowly. “Children are the product of their upbringing. You just happened to hit one of my sore spots, so I got slightly irritated.”

We continue to cook in domestic bliss for a bit longer when she starts speaking again. “I think I get it though. I just saw a soldier; you saw a sentient being.”

I think about those words while funnelling more smells high up into the air. “I assume the best of everyone until they prove otherwise. Racism is a childhood disease that can be found in any developing country or culture. Just don’t stuff people in little boxes the moment you meet them.”

The talking stops when all my other disciples have gathered around, drooling at the growing mountain of food we are preparing. I prevent them from eating, the guest of honour isn’t here yet.

Half an hour of cooking later, I start stuffing meals in my ring to keep them fresh. I’m just about to grab another fish when I hear a thump behind me. I turn around, and I see a lovely image, who happens to be drooling slightly. I hold out a single hand.

“Care to have some dinner, Rhea?”

“Call me Re-Haan, stupid human. You sent the smells up there on purpose, right? Those air flows are not natural.”

“I’m sure I have no idea what you are talking about. More importantly, there is good food to eat.” I grab her hand, a wide grin on my face as I lead her to the table while pulling out plates and chairs.
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D ELICIOOOUUUUSSS!!

I really missed tuna! I hadn’t found any good alternatives to this fish in the cultivation world, so it has been a thousand years since this taste graced my tongue. The piles of veggies and fish are gone, only empty plates left on the table.

I pull the tableware back into my ring before any of my students start studying the items. The plate and cutlery I gave Rhea look the same, but are slightly different, any materials that are cut or carried by the implements have their qi stripped. I didn’t want the dinner to end up with a qi-poisoned dragon rampaging around, so I took some precautions. It doesn’t really influence the taste at these low levels of qi. I hope nobody noticed.

The fish didn’t have any qi, but the seasonings and vegetables do, so it seemed prudent to me.

My disciples looked at me strangely, a vaguely unknown woman suddenly joining, but I spoke to them with my fierce glares. Behave or die, is the message I sent. I hope it came across, but they all ended up too enthralled by the food to really comment on the sudden interloper sitting next to me. She wolfed down the food quicker than even Bord, quite a feat!

The table is located in front of the mast, near the railing. I want to play some music now, and I don’t want to sit on a chair, so I go sit on the ship’s edge. I pull out a three-quarter guitar made from some divine moon wood, or something. The sect I stole it from was rather pissed, but that wood has the best resonance properties of any wood I have found so far.

I strum some strings and fiddle with the tuning. Selis and Ket walk back to the raised aft section of the deck, Tess following them and begging for hints. Angeta jumps overboard, and I hear her cursing as her feet keep breaking the water surface as she jogs behind the ship. Bord also joins her and Vox continues to try and get a tan, unsuccessfully.

I play some basic chords. Even these simple groups of notes sound rather nice thanks to the special wood used in the instrument’s construction. Every fibrous grain inside the white material resonates with its own unique frequency, supporting tones octaves higher or lower. The entire guitar is slightly vibrating in my hands and the neck and body seem to hum along with my strumming.

I fingerpick some notes here and there but suddenly pause. “Rhea, do your people make music?”

“Call me Re-Haan, stupid human. And no, we only sing to our enemies.”

“Not even a lullaby or something?”

She frowns and starts humming separate notes. It sounds disjointed, but I realise that the constant breaks in between tones prevent the air mana around her from building up. I listen to the melody in full. It sounds like some catchy sing-along song.

I hum the melody a couple of times, experimenting with different timings until I find one that I rather like. I analyse the base note and the tone ladder it’s in. It’s in C minor, happy and sad combined. I decide to go with one, four, one, five. That gives me Cm, Fm, Cm, Gm. I decide to switch the Gm to a major G chord halfway to make it a bit more upbeat.

First, I fingerpick some tones, getting a feel for the melody. I throw in some sevens and nines here and there to spice things up a bit. I start working in more concurrent melodies as I get lost in the music. I throw in some A major chords that use the same pattern to switch things up in the chorus.

I have so much available brain space with which I can think about the melody, it’s great. Previously, I had to keep a rather complicated muscle control program running for the intricate hand movements that making music requires. Now I just let my heartcore handle that stuff, leaving me with more mental room for improvisation.

I wake from the musical trance I’m in when I notice something rather concerning. Since when did it get this dark? I look up and see a massive storm cloud above us. An eerie but beautiful song is now accompanying my guitar playing.

I notice that my fingers are still moving. My heartcore keeps surprising me like this. Going from one hundred percent manual control to the best automatic in the world is a rather big step when it comes to moving one’s body.

I stop the playing on a nice high note, leaving the melody decidedly unfinished. The beautiful voice slowly fades. I feel some awe at the dark spectacle above me and am nearly blinded by the streaks of purple coming from the single still-sitting person at the table.

I look at Rhea as she closes her mouth. Her eyes open wide as she realises what she has done. I feel an enormous high-pressure area building around us, any barometer from earth would be indicating ‘very dry,’ but I doubt that will be true here.

I take another look around the boat, and the various animals are all peeking heads from hatches or lying on the deck. The yellow snake is breathing in big gulps of air as it circles around Vox, who is red as a lobster once again. I put the guitar away and look around.

I take a single step and appear next to the steering wheel. I can put the shield up or keep the concealment barrier going. The air that has rushed here thanks to a certain singing dragon with a really high air affinity has now started forming thunderclouds. There is very little metal on the boat, but passive qi reinforcement increases electrical conductivity, so that’s a moot point.

The clouds keep gathering, and I untie the knot that keeps the sail up the mast. I press a button on the steering column, and the oars slide out from the sides of the ship. I see thunder crackling through the clouds above, and I put the metaphorical pedal to the metal, the oars churning the restless sea. The wind is erratic now, and my students fight with the sail as they try to roll it up.

Rhea seems like she is preparing to leave. “Re-Haan, are you a lightning mage?”

She stumbles as I interrupt her take-off. “What? No, my affinity is air.”

I feel the hairs on my arms raising from static electricity. I quickly pull a spool of copper wire from my ring and unfold it. I shove a lot of qi inside as I make it stick up over the mast while the end is in the water beside the boat. ‘ELECTRONS GET FREE PASSAGE, SUPERCONDUCTING STUFF’

A massive column of lightning descends from the sky, smashing into the hastily erected wire. I have a lot of qi inside the thing, but I can barely prevent it from turning into plasma. I pull the heat from the glowing wire and dump it in the water. Maybe I should use silver wire? Its melting point is a bit lower than copper, so that’s a negative. Also, experience has told me that copper accepts qi suggestions more easily, so that eliminates silver pretty quickly.

I talk loudly to Rhea again. “Would you have come through that unscathed?”

The lithe female looks at the rapidly dimming glowing metal with a complicated expression. She shakes her head once, causing her white hair to flutter in the wind. She then closes her eyes, and I feel the coming storm around the ship lessening in ferocity a bit. That’s nice, but it won’t do shit about the lighting.

My students are still rubbing their eyes, trying to get the blinding flash off their retinas. Only me and Bord can see quickly again. All the animals have scattered belowdecks.

I breathe out more qi as I spread it through the air around the ship. ‘ALL ELECTRONS, GO BE EMO. NEGATIVITY, LIFE SUCKS, ANTI-POSITIVITY’

I feel the static electricity around us lessen as more lightning strikes the sea around us. Good, this way I can keep the concealment barrier going and don’t have to raise the shield to protect against lightning strikes.

I close my eyes briefly, focusing on my scanning process. It still uses an extremely thin sheet of qi that is being rotated around my body. There are no other ships nearby, but the wind and waves are so bad now that optical visibility is very poor. The massive sheets of rain that have started pouring down also don’t help with my qi sensing, the raindrops lowering the resolution with which I can sense over long distances.

I look behind the ship and see the foam trail the bow makes. It is of no importance with the weather this rough, the waves are a couple of metres high by now, but I can’t go at these speeds when the weather is calm. My semi-invisible ship still leaves a visible wake in its way.

I jump over to the cooking area as the items have started moving around. The deck is swaying more heavily now, and the chairs are sliding over the deck. I quickly put everything back into my ring. I only leave the chair that Rhea is sitting on.

Back at the wheel, I grab hold tightly. The waves are getting really big now, and all my dantian disciples are either holding onto the railing or have glued themselves to the deck. I increase the rowing speed a bit more, this storm must come to an end somewhere, right?


⁂
 

Rhea is terrified. Dragons don’t get scared easily, but seeing a massive column of electricity strike moments after she planned to fly upwards shook her. She would not have died immediately, but most likely would have been burned enough to make flying hard. Even impossible if her wing had been hit. That would have caused her to drown; she’s pretty sure.

So, while she is sitting on the chair, squeezing her buttocks tight to prevent any leakage, she looks around. The humans who accompany the weird human are all looking around with wide eyes. The human himself is standing behind the wheel, a massive grin on his face. None of them show any fear, however.

Rhea has seen many storms, she now even knows how they come about, but never one like this. The music that he made was just too good not to accompany with a song. She lost herself in the interplay of notes, he reacted to her singing, and she sang around his playing. When the song petered out, she came back to her senses and nearly choked on the air mana around her.

She had been singing, so there should have been some big air disturbance, but the mass of clouds above her head is something else entirely. Making it rain is rather easy to her; simply sing a rain song. Making the wind blow is rather easy too, she knows a few songs for that. Thunder is harder and takes longer, but doable.

This storm has all of those combined, something only the most ancient of air dragons can perform. The thickness of air mana around her is still absurd, did she do all of this? As another big spray of water drenches her in salty wetness, she thinks back to a few minutes ago.

The food was delicious. Dragons don’t need to eat a lot, and their bipedal form slows down their draconian metabolism to an even slower crawl, but Rhea has eaten some of the best dishes on the continent. None of them could hold a candle to the interplay of fatty fish, salty potato-like slices, and sweet vegetables that the weird human served her.

Then, full and content, the weird human casually asked a question about dragon songs that would get an emperor of a continent immediately executed by draconian law.

She purposefully sang the melody in halted notes, not allowing any mana elements to gather. He then sang it, and nothing special happened. Did that guitar maybe do something? She did feel a rather peculiar aura coming from the instrument, and every pluck of the string seemed to reverberate through her entire body.

The black strings on the white wood seemed to call out to her, an irresistible invite to join this melody. So, she sang along, timidly at first, but losing herself in the music shortly after. The results of this musical trance are apparent, as she slides the chair over the deck to avoid another massive splash of spray. Kind of useless in hindsight, as rain starts pelting the ship seconds later.

“Alright kids, this is the perfect time for some training! No external usage of qi, so Selis, no cheating with the massive amounts of water, kay? Hitting someone nets you one point, getting hit costs you a point. The one with the highest points can request a custom meal from me!”

The voice sounds so relaxed and casual as it rolls over the deck that Rhea is about to calm down. Then the meaning of the words seeps through into her consciousness, and she stands up with unsteady legs. Just in time to dodge the fat kid, who bounces off the main mast.

They are in the worst storm Rhea has ever seen, and they decide to start fighting now? Madness! The dragoness has known some daredevils in her time, but this takes the cake. She sees the beastwoman climbing up the mast, sweeping to and fro as the ship rocks.

Rhea feels her skin break out in goose bumps as the fur-covered woman jumps down to kick the redhaired human in the face. A fraction of a second after the pale-skinned human blocks the ambush, another massive blast of lightning hits the mast where she just clung on to.

The fat kid is now bouncing around while spinning like a madman, the small blue haired girl is stomping with steps that make the ship shudder, and the black-haired girl is only visible when lightning strikes illuminate the entire ship.

‘Truly, absolute madness!’ The worst storm Rhea has even seen or heard about is unfolding around them, and they are just playing around! Looking around with wild eyes, Rhea sees a single safe spot. Next to the important human. Maybe she should use this opportunity to ask him for his name?

Rhea slaps herself across the face. What is she even thinking about? Why would she ever need the name of a creature that will be dead after she takes a single hundred-year nap? She still decides to sidle up next to the steering wheel though, dodging some punches and kicks on the way over.


⁂
 

I suddenly remember my drone! It should come back later tonight, but who knows how well it will do with a massive fucking magic thunderstorm in the way? I create a small process that will do regular long-range scans in the direction it should be returning from. It has an intrinsic link to me and should be able to find me from halfway across the globe. It runs on qi with my fingerprints, after all.

Alright, I was almost worried there for a moment. I steer the ship into another massive wave and yell from sheer jubilation as I get drenched by the bow spray as the entire vessel crashes into another watery valley. I try to wrap my arm around Rhea’s waist surreptitiously, but it gets slapped with quite a bit of force. Ah well, can’t win ‘em all.







Chapter eight

[bookmark: _Toc5718749][bookmark: _Toc16934430]Encounter 

“W ho do you think is winning?” I ask with a glance at the lady standing next to me.

She looks at me with a funny expression on her face. I turn the wheel a bit, and the ship turns into the next metres-high wave, the crashing bow sending shudders through the vessel.

“The fat kid seems to be winning, but I think the shadow girl has the most points.”

Bord is making quite a show of the fact that none of the other disciples can even hurt him, casually taking brutal punch after punch without flinching. He then uses his higher bodily mass to pin his victim down and give them a couple of dozen light slaps per second. Vox is getting this treatment right now, and his body is once again becoming red as a lobster, but this time not from sunburn.

Tess is flickering across the deck, using every single shadow to pop an arm or leg out of, claiming some beautiful slaps. Selis is finally feeling what kind of mistake that brutal fighting style of hers is, at last! Why the tiniest and cutest looking girl of the group asked for the most brutal and dumb fighting style, I will never know. I do know why, of course, I just don’t want to look it up.

Ket has bowed out, his physical strength is the weakest and the external qi limitation really shut him down. He is now chilling on top of the mast, out of easy reach. My eyes become wide as I see the thread that Ket is holding though, taking a better look at the students, I see them behaving like they walked through spider webs frequently. Is external qi control inside of an object also external?

I created a small hit counter program to keep count, and I was wondering why it was requesting more brain space. I check the numbers and see that it has trouble counting all the hits Ket is making with his thread control. Technically he is winning, the sneaky bastard. Good job!

Vox has squeezed out from under Bord, but that’s only because Angeta went full crazy cat lady on the fatty’s face. Tess attempts to slap Selis, but a heavy smash blocks the shadowy hand. I see the thread brush against Selis’ face, and she does the ninja dance that most people do when they walk into a spider web.

I did not expect her to stand still, cock her arm back and punch with such ferocity that the raindrops in the air form a steam cannon, though. Ket hastily shimmies behind the mast, using it as a shield against the blast of superheated water and air.

“The guy in the mast is using a thread to make the most hits, though… I don’t know if I should count those.”

“Hah, devious, as expected of a human. Blue girl has impressive arm strength.”

“See Bord, the fat kid? His body glows with an inner light every time he sits down on somebody.”

“He seems to be getting heavier? What kind of mana technique is that?”

I cough a bit. “Nice weather, right?”

Great, that killed the mood. Didn’t I already tell her about qi? Did she forget or did she even pay attention back then? We stand there in awkward silence for a few minutes. Loud sounds of the crashing ocean and fleshy slaps resound around us, but I still feel like this one of those uncomfortable silences where both parties are busily thinking of something to say.

I am almost thankful for the new contact my scanning process picks up. It also tells me that we should be exiting the storm any moment now.

“THREE!”

My students are too occupied with scoring more points to look my way.

“TWO! ONE! END MATCH!”

They all freeze and land on the wet deck one by one, breathing hard.

“We will exit the storm in a few seconds and there is an unknown ship out there. So, go clean up or something?”

They are all staring at me like drowned rats. Their clothes are in tatters, dripping wet, and their faces are swollen. They ignore another big spray of water as it floods the entire deck, they are just staring at me. This is getting creepy, what do they want?

“I’ll figure out who won later, for now; unknown ship just outside of the storm. They are not moving, so they are some sort of observers. I am not sure how well the stealth field will fare against mages.”

They keep staring at me as the rain drips down their faces. It seems like they really, really want to know who won.


⁂
 

Purnicia is, as usual, despairing over the uselessness of her fellow journey mages. She is inside of a rather small but speedy boat. Instead of sails, this vessel runs on mana. The mana is currently being supplied by her useless companions, so she is occupying herself by studying the massive stationary storm front that suddenly appeared out of nowhere.

Her group got a mission over the com crystal embedded in the boat’s control centre. Their team has the only competent air mage in their area, so they got ordered to investigate. The single competent mage is Purnicia herself, of course.

She looks over the rest of her team as loathing fills her heart, which is also as usual. In response to the emotion she is constantly feeling to some extent, the air around her starts to talk to her. She pushes that incredible feeling to the side for now and looks the sorry figures accompanying her over.

Taran is staring out into the distance as he supplies the boat with mana. Multiple mana-sensitive people can supply the clear mana storage crystal at once, but they decided to take turns charging the boat. Purnicia really dislikes him, even more than the others. Like all other dark mages, the dead fish expression on his face is still as waxy and lifeless as ever.

Then there is that wimp Resen. Disgust prickles across her skin as she contemplates the earth mages normal behaviour. Pretending that he doesn’t care about the world and showing absolute disregard for everything and everyone. This type of behaviour usually gets punished severely, the hierarchy is everything in the mages’ factions, but earth mages tend to be judged less strictly on this matter.

Purnicia does not even give the second female on board a glance, the anxious wreck that is called… something… something, is a fire mage. Fidgeting followed by incandescent hate is all she ever does.

And then there is the worst of all. Ares, the female light mage. Her constant smile and cheerful disposition have actually helped Purnicia a lot. Such an easy target to loathe helped her grow in power quicker than her peers. The air mage realises that she should be thankful for this on some level, but will never admit that.

The constant headaches plaguing her are also not helping. She should be feeling overjoyed, as fierce migraines are a clear sign that a journey mage is about to reach master mage levels, but the painful pounding she is feeling makes it hard to be happy. She is already looking forward to the forced seclusion that all journey mages are required to go into when they are about to reach master level. She clings to that thought, the lure of a lot of distance between her and her current teammates is one of the few things getting her through the day.

“Uhm, guys, how long are we to remain here?” The nervous and unsteady voice of the fire bitch gets no immediate reaction. “B-because I think the storm is getting pretty close now, and um…”

The weak voice fades off into nothingness as the weakest member of the team gets ignored, as usual. Purnicia keeps staring at the roiling clouds a hundred or so metres in front of them. The sea is rather calm, natural storms would have whipped up the water into a rougher shape. And the entire storm is glowing with air mana, further proof that something unlicensed happened here.

“Kay, that is all the mana I can spare today. I did my part; I’m going to sleep.” A vein starts to become visible on the air mage’s forehead as she hears Taran’s words. She just uses Taran’s stumbled steps as he climbs into his bunk as further fuel for her loathing.

Purnicia narrows her eyes as she feels something getting closer. The storm feels uniform in mana density to her emotionally charged senses, but the form is changing. A ship suddenly breaks the rotating cloudbank, oars extended as it ploughs through the waves.

She narrows her eyes as she observes not a single flag. They could be ripped from the mast in the storm, but the lack of any other visible identification is a pretty sure sign that this ship is illegal. No flags are painted on the hull, not even a ship name. She sees some figures standing on deck, frozen in some sort of staring contest.

She turns around and notices that none of her colleagues are looking at the ship. She frowns and looks back, only to see empty sea and the storm. The rising anger gets expertly diverted to more disgust and loathing.

How could those incompetent wastes of space not realise that the wake of the ship is still fully visible? Simply following the foam trail to where the ship should be is enough to crack that pathetic attempt at stealth. Absolutely disgusting.

“Attention! Ship sighted under some sort of cloaking field. Man the cannon.” The other mages, except Taran, jerk upright. They peer at the sea, following their leader’s outstretched arm. She hears none of the customary confirmations though, so she decides on a new course of action. “Blast them.”

“Okay, I am awake!” Resen stumbles out of the small cabin and walks towards the bow. A tubular design is bolted to the wooden forward pulpit on a ball swivel. Resen groggily aims the things at the sea while the rest all gather around the charging stone.

“Where is it, I don’t see it.”

Purnicia sneers at the earth mage’s uselessness and growls. “Just shoot along my arm, you piece of…”

“Alright, alright, no need to get so worked up, eh?” The crooked smile on Resen’s face only helps infuriate them further, but a massive KER-BOOM blocks any chance of a reply. The small tube mounted on the front of the ship shoots out a large quantity of coloured smoke, the beam made from raw mana piercing into the storm without any immediate results.

It did have some effect though; a big sphere of air distorts like a lens while a ship materializes not fifty metres from the mage-filled boat. All the group of mages does is stare at the bow rushing closer. They keep pouring out mana as half of the ship’s oars stop in the water and it makes a hard turn.

“Time to recharge?”

“Ten more seconds.”

Her face twists in disgust at Ares’ words. She really has to do everything yourself. With that thought, she bends down and touches the stone hung above the cabin entrance. Purple light dances across her fingers as she drowns the stone in mana. Engraved channels then seep the power towards the cannon, filling the entire thing with raw, explosive energy.

Her face slackens a bit, the usual sneer dimming. Resen keeps the tube pointed at the ship, whose oars just barely miss the mage boat as it turns. He checks the metre sticking out of the magical cannon, waiting to fire until the needle reaches the red.

At his trigger pull, the compressed mass of mana explodes out of the barrel, racing towards the pale hull of the interloper. A shield around the ship becomes visible as the stream of power smashes into it, sending the mainly violet streamers of mana racing to the side. Half of the port side oars are blasted away, their ends sticking out of the protective barrier vulnerable to the attack.

The figures on deck start moving again as they walk to the railing. The oars manoeuvre the thirty-metre sleek vessel as it turns around, circling the smaller boat.

The female air mage barks a command. “How much left?”

“Out.”

“Half.”

“Still out.”

“One out of three.”

Purnicia nods as she tallies up the totals. She herself just used half of her mana in one go, she can’t risk another shot. What does protocol say about this situation? Maybe this is the vacation vessel of some grand or high mage? Cold sweat starts to cover her back at the thought of just having fired on a superior. Make contact then? Make contact it is.

“IDENTIFY YOURSELVES!”

Her voice booms across the water as she speaks through a small spell. The larger ship suddenly stops as the figures on deck seem to be discussing something. Not ten seconds later, the oars start moving again.

“How many expert galley slaves does that ship have?”

“Aren’t those oars a little bit too big to be swung so fast?”

“They are really good at coordinating, only half are rowing on the starboard side to compensate for the destroyed oars.”

“Silence!”

She schools her babbling group of charges with a snappy command. The ship is quickly coming into speaking distance now, its course angled so it can pull up beside the mage craft. The cannon is still pointed in the ship’s direction, but charging it with their current total amount of mana will take at least a minute.

The oars start retracting until the last few bring the ship to a halt. Both groups just stare at each other as they study the other party with intensity.

“Ares?”

“Anders?”

Two pale-skinned, redhaired figures stare at each other, ten metres of sea separating them. That is until tears start to appear in both their eyes. The man standing on the bigger ship jumps quicker than any of the mages can react and is standing in front of Ares the next moment.

“Ares!”

“Anders!”

They fall into each other’s arms as tears and snot drip down both their faces.









Chapter nine

[bookmark: _Toc5718750][bookmark: _Toc16934431]Abandon 

“K et, what is the chance of this actually happening? I feel like I’m in a horrible drama.”

“The chance of a pair of noble twins meeting again after the boy is outcast from his home because he grew beast traits and the girl happened to have a mana affinity? And that the meeting is in the middle of the ocean while the boy just happened to be on a ship near the sister’s vessel, who just happened to be patrolling in the area? One in a million.” Ket looks at me as I see something flicker through behind his eyes. Is that humour? “But if we take your propensity for… chaotic movement into account, I’d say one in a billion.”

That is definitely humour. So, this is how it begins. Now they joke about me. Next, they won’t listen to what I say, and then they stab me in the back. I recognize this pattern. I narrow my eyes at him to let the upstart know I’m onto him. He is at least a thousand years too young for this kind of stuff.

Then I remember I hate hierarchies and etiquette. I give him a grin and punch the little shit in the arm. “Thanks for the analysis, dipwad.”

“So, what do we do now? Drug everyone again?”

I frown at my student. “How dare you sugg… Nah, we did that last time. Got to keep life varied, right?”

I look at the still-sobbing duo on the small ship. Vox is holding someone, I assume his sister, in a tight embrace while bawling his eyes out. I think she might be called Ares, but I’m not sure.

“AAAAREEEEESSS!”

“AAAAANDEEEERS!”

Not annoying at all. Especially the fact that they are calling each other with pet names is not aggravating at all. I totally knew that Vox’s full name was Voxander, after all. His little sister calling him something other than his name - Vox - did not throw me for a loop at all… The other people on both ships are just staring at the scene, with highly varying levels of attention.

I’m starting to lose interest in the entire situation, so I begin checking the ship’s formations. The shield held out, but only because I reinforced it at the last moment. The mana levels in that itty-bitty cannon of theirs were off the charts. That, and the missed shot showed me that the shield needed a bit of reinforcement to withstand the mana blast fully.

I fiddle around with the symbols embedded in the steering column. There’s a small qi crystal inside the wooden pole the steering wheel is attached to. I set it to passive mode with active scans. It will burn through the crystal in a couple of thousand years, the used-up qi turning into heat energy as it does its thing. It will do for now.

The shield will then be cranked up to appropriate levels of power, based on the sensed danger. I put the lines of symbols through a simulation, and they work flawlessly. Barely any qi wastage and perfect protection.

I get distracted by a prickling from my core. I finish up the formation, running it through a quick optimisation pass before installing the modifications. That done, I focus on my core. There is something here, something like my contract with my students or Rhea. I still my other thoughts and drift in the silence for a moment, offloading my external senses to running on autopilot through dedicated mental processes.

The massive agreement with the dragoness is easily sensed; the other two books of aerodynamics must have boosted her power even more than I thought. The contract is that strong now. The contracts with my students are also visible because they’re all standing very close to me. There is something else though, something unpleasant.

I remember my adventure so far and realise that I have other contracts running. The very first circle I drew inside Tree is still there and still functioning. It’s also in my core, the connection faint but visible. I thus search for the other circle that is still operating; the Tower protection. I find it as soon as I look for it, a minuscule pinprick of angry light.

I focus on it and feel a foreign strain. I feel the power that the circle needs to contain, and the fast-approaching limit. I focus on it further, but the actual circle is too far away for any clarity. I do get the message though; it’s full and bulging under the collected qi. I will need to empty it very, very quickly.

I force myself to stop calculating the chance of another apocalypse scenario and look around. A woman on the smaller boat is screaming, but Vox is still happily embracing Ares. My students are looking at the scene. Bord is passing a bowl of nuts around.

I make a side note to teach my students how to make popcorn. I clear my throat and begin speaking. “I need to go for a little bit.”

Their gazes slowly turn my way. “The circle on top of the Tower is breaking. Miscalculation or increased production rate, does not matter, I have to get there within an hour. Hold the fort, okay?”

I grab Lola from my shoulder and look her in the eyes. “Protect them. Here.” I turn the switch formation inside of her hat. “Now they won’t see you.”

She just wiggles her nose, so I drop her to the deck. She hops onto the railing and starts looking at the other boat. I pull a crate of food from my ring. “Rations, I don’t know how long I will be gone. Only eat when you guys get really hungry, or something.”

I wave my hand and look around the ship. The circle keeps screaming at me, now that I know what it is, I can’t just decide not to listen. I look at Rhea. “See you later; you’re welcome anytime. The rest of you, this is a test in independence. Do whatever you guys want.”

With that, I jump away. I start running towards the south, slowly at first, but I speed up with every step I take. I jump into the storm and try fiddling with the air mana. I do something right, and the wind starts blasting at my back. I speed forwards, dodging large streaks of lightning by pure reflex. A few seconds later, the sky clears again.

I look back and see half of the storm following me. Looks pretty neat. I focus forward and kick at the air. I form and yell at a shell of qi around me, gliding forward, my air resistance largely gone. I kick a wave, the exploding blast of water propelling me further ahead.


⁂
 

Vox looks around. The shouting and ruckus around him suddenly stopping, the lack of noise catching his attention. He slowly lets his sister go as he takes in the sights. The storm which had been lurking a hundred or so metres from their current position has a dent in it.

It’s like a giant being punched it with a giant fist, causing it to bend on a massive scale. Slowly, the storm further transforms as it lengthens and stretches backwards. The inner engine seems to be broken, and the storm starts disintegrating slowly.

Vox then feels a hand touch his face. A faint power wants to invade his skin, but his subconscious protections are enough to withstand the pressure. Ares is holding a glowing hand up to his cheek, her face the picture of contentment.

“No need,” Vox says with a smile. He circulates the power from his core through his bruised face and ribs. Pinpricks sparkle across his skin as his superficial wounds heal.

Ares gasps. “You’re a light mage too?”

“Something like that. Come with me for a second.” Vox then grabs the girl by her waist and gently jumps. Ares’ eyes go wide with shock, and she holds a hand to her mouth in order to prevent herself from screaming in fright. They soar through the air for a few seconds until they land on the bigger ship with a gentle thump.

“…left before he told us who won, that’s kind of rude… Hi, Vox.” Tess stops speaking as the redhead plonks down on the deck, gently setting the girl down.

“This is Ares, my sis. Where is Teach?” Vox sees complicated looks all around. “And where is the tall lady that suddenly appeared? Teach called her Rhea?” More complicated looks are cast in a lot of directions.

“He, um…” Selis tries to explain but seems to be at a loss for words.

“The Tower containment spell is full. He’s going to Tower City to fix it, I think.” Ket fiddles with his clothes as he looks around, not making eye contact with the newly arrived duo.

Vox looks at the black-haired boy. “He just left? What’s in this crate?”

“Rations. Only eat when hungry or something.”

Vox taps his cheek as he looks up into the sky. “So… Teach is gone, just when we make contact with a group of mages?”

“Test of independence!” Selis cheerily smiles at the redhead. She walks over to Ares. “Hi, I’m Selis. Are you Vox’s sister? You two look really alike.”

The redheaded girl still has tear-tracks running across her cheeks, her hair a mess from the sudden jump, and her eyes puffy. Still, she musters up a smile. “Nice to meet you, Selis.”

Selis nods and starts rapidly talking. “This fatty is Bord, the gloomy guy is Ket, the furry chick is Angeta, and the girl no one ever notices is Tess.”

She yanks the black-haired girl forward, presenting her to Ares. Ares however, is staring at the beastwoman. She raises a trembling finger. “W-what is someone like her d…”

Selis dramatically slaps her forehead. “Ah, almost forgot that other people are still this silly.” This time she pulls Ket forward. “Ket, you used to be a racist piece of shit. What are your views on being with other external features than you have now?”

Ket’s eyebrows try climbing to his hairline as he remains silent for a few seconds. “I did some calculations, and racism is inefficient.”

“See, he doesn’t care! Neither should you.” Ares is so overloaded by the barrage that she can’t get her thoughts in order.

“RETURN HER NOW BY THE ORDER OF SUSPENSION AND WAVE!”

Selis frowns as her introduction is rudely interrupted. “What should we do about them, though?” She gestures to the other boat, still filled with potential hostile mages.

Ket makes a vague gesture, and the rambling shrieks coming from the mage-filled boat are muted. “Some quiet, that’s better. So, Teach is gone and has given us a free pass to do whatever we want. Vox, congrats on finding your long-lost sister or something like that, but what do we do now?”

Angeta is the first to speak. “Teach is going to gather more q… energy for us all to use right? The energy in Tree is getting kind of low. Mana can be turned into energy, so should we go to that Mana Mine Dungeon thing?”

Vox speaks up. “Teach is obviously hitting on that woman, but she doesn’t have a trace of energy. Are you guys sure that introducing a new face to that whole… conundrum is wise?”

“Ah, the dragon lady?” The water dripping from the sail and boom is suddenly very loud as everyone stares at Bord. “Didn’t any of you feel like someone was watching you over the last week? And there always was this mysterious white dot in the sky right above us. I think Teach is pretty cool for trying to bang a dragon.” He continues picking his nose as he talks with a slightly bored expression on his fat face.

Angeta is twitching while some object wrapped around her waist squirms wildly. Ket just freezes as steam comes from his head, Selis is staring with her mouth agape, Vox is rubbing his eyes, Tess is in the beginning stages of curling up again and Ares is just all around confused.

“I knew Teach was something, but that is pretty insane, even for him,” Tess says.

“Maybe stuff like that was normal in Teach’s w… hometown?” Selis asks while fidgeting.

“Rhea is Flight? Rhea is Flight.” Ket is mumbling those three words over and over, seemingly stuck in a loop.

“Uhm, Ket? What are the chances of us running into trouble we can’t handle?”

Ket glances at the difficult to notice bunny, who is still staring at the mages’ boat, as he replies to Selis’ question. “Under twenty percent.” He looks around and only sees blank faces. “One out of five,” he elaborates.

“Ah, thanks. So, let’s go to the Mana Mine. Vox, you’re responsible for your sister?” Selis looks around as she asks this question. She sees nods from all. “She’s your responsibility then. I don’t want Teach withholding foo… getting mad at us for something like that.”

She turns around and looks at the boat. The single mage who is still standing is getting more and more red in the face as she tries to scream through the sound barrier Ket placed. “What do we do about them, though?”

“I have something for that, I think. Ninety percent certainty. Ares, you know what this is?” Ket pulls a stick topped with a small gem from his ring. 

Ares goes pale and stumbles back. “Where in all the hells did you get that?” She starts shaking as her hands involuntarily grasp for the object.

Ket just nods, turns around and walks to the railing. He then throws the stick with a long and carefully measured arc towards the smaller boat. It lands perfectly straight up in the middle of the rowdy group of mana wielders. All the mages immediately look at it.

Purnicia is the first to go pale. Taran and Resen both start shaking as their eyes grow wide as saucers. The other leftover mages quickly follow in this behaviour, freezing up while going pale and shaking. None of them react as the bigger boat extends its oars and slowly paddles away, leaving the mages behind.

“What was that thing?” Selis asks as the entire group is standing around the steering wheel.

“Something that dropped in the Tower. Teach just took some raw materials for himself but left the rest to us, right? Ares, I think it was earth, so not useful for you, but can you explain?”

The girl has been staring at the slowly shrinking mage’s boat the entire time, but this direct question is enough to snap her attention back to the group. Awe, fear and reverence fill her voice as she speaks. “That was a mage wand. It will double anyone’s mana control. Entire kingdoms have been destroyed over those items.”

Ket grins savagely. “Just a heap of weapons and materials seemed - to me - a way too small a reward for reaching the levels Teach did, so the Tower must have granted that item to make him go away, or something.” He starts humming a tune as he pushes some buttons on the steering wheel, making the oars move faster.

“But… but won’t taking Ares with us raise suspicions?” Vox asks with a worried glance to his sister.

Ket only grins wider at that. “The little I know about mages tells me that they won’t hesitate to kill each other over that item. Taking a single mage from that patrol group won…”

A massive blast of multicoloured mana exploding behind them seems to underline his words. “Heh, not my fault the greedy nutcases can’t control themselves. Sorry if there were any friends of yours among them, Ares, but I couldn’t think of any other efficient way to get rid of them.”

The blast of wind gets diverted by the still active shield. Ket pushes a button and the barrier disappears as the ship fades from view. Ares smiles as she watches this happen. “No problem. I thank all of you for taking care of my little brother while I couldn’t be here.”

Vox unconsciously rubs his stomach as Ares literally starts glowing with contentment.









Chapter ten

[bookmark: _Toc5718751][bookmark: _Toc16934432]Unanticipated 

I  kick the water again as I glide back down to sea level. I leave a rising column of water in my wake. Those must be visible for miles around. I just dropped stealth way down on my priority list. The strain my circle formation is under becomes cleared the closer I get to the Tower.

The waves in front of my path bulge upwards and I jump again. A massive tentacle rises out of the sea as I soar above it. I frown at the unexpected obstacle in my path. Water is too dense to scan with any ease, pushing qi through it costs a lot more effort. My radar only penetrates a few metres of the sea. I divert some more power to my scanning process, and I immediately sense a lot of sea creatures moving in my opposite direction, all of them rushing towards the last fragments of the fading storm.

I cycle through all the emotions that are linked to mana, but the elemental mana seems calm to my eyes. Then I remember learning the feelings linked to air mana, so I simulate some admiration and loathing. The world lights up around me. Grand streamers of a deep indigo move towards the dissipating storm.

I make note of this, setting up a reminder to check why animals without any air affinity are attracted by the disturbed air mana. I dodge another tentacle bursting through the sea surface. I bend backwards and feel water droplets smashing into my body as I narrowly dodge the squirming limb.

Landing with a lazy backflip, I tread the waves while hugging the water surface. Sudden course corrections are less qi-expensive when I can kick against the relatively heavy water instead of having to cause small sonic booms to manoeuvre around. I use the tops of the waves to make large zigzagging motions, avoiding the large variety of marine animals below the surface.

I hope my students are smart enough to evacuate the area near the storm quickly, constant pressure against the ship’s shield will drain it quickly. I shove the image of a vessel hugging octopus to the back of my mind and decide to spend my time wisely while letting my heartcore move on autopilot.

I have done very little actual cultivation so far. This is because the time needed between levels also scales with time. A beginner cultivator can break through the initial levels and realms rather quickly, but things slow down when the foundation realm has been reached.

My subconscious habits are still the ones of a pre-ascension stage old monster, not those of a core forming newbie. The fact that I missed the Tower circle link for such a long time is more than enough proof for me to want to fix this.

While my body propels itself over the wave tops, kicking against water with such force that it explodes into steam, I focus inwards. I concentrate my attention on my heartcore, which is still a large unknown to me. I have read a lot of theoretical information about cultivating the body and heart. I’ve found the amount of actual information in these texts to be even less than traditional cultivation techniques. I move a strand of augur from my braincore through my chest, feeling every cell and fibre it glides through.

I narrow the strand into a needlepoint as I move it closer to my beating heart. I check the outputs of my running processes and sense no danger to me for kilometres around. With increased focus, I slowly caress the core inside my heart.

Water sprays everywhere as I fall flat on my face. I grind across the choppy surface, bouncing across the salty wetness with massive force. High-pressure water smacks into my face and body as I send a plume of misted seawater up into the sky. My mind is exploding with information. My strand of augur slides through my heartcore, overloading my brain. In a daze, I skid across the water as I flip head over heels, smashing into wave after wave as the world spins around me.

With a final flip, I plunge to a halt. I lie there for a few seconds, calming my body and mind. Staring upwards into the blue sky, I wait as my mind comes back to me. I try it again the moment I find my equilibrium, determined to figure out why I just lost all motor control. With a bit more care I caress the needle point of augur over and just into my heartcore. The amount of information is still straining, but manageable this time.

My curiosity peaked, I study the scanned image. A holographic representation of a large cluster of heart cells shines brightly in my mind’s eye. The contact point of augur and core is lit up with dense information. I take a closer look and see a near-infinite fine mesh of separated core structures. Besides the normal-sized cells I’m expecting, I see a second level of dense information - the place where my heartcore begins, the amount of data per cubic millimetre skyrockets.

I narrow my focus, even more, trying to decipher what exactly I am sensing. I zoom in further, ignoring large amounts of data as I study a minuscule part of the whole. My heartcore seems to be made from nanoscopic compartments, their small and varying shapes reminding me of ordinary cells. I look at one of the heartcore compartments with close scrutiny and come to the conclusion that it really is a miniature cell. What the heck? Why are there cellular models inside my heartcore?

Focusing on one, I start to feel a link. I follow the link and arrive at my crotch. The heartcore compartment is linked to a single cell in my left testicle? I frown rather deeply as I look at another heartcore section. That one has a link to a pancreas cell. Another is connected to a single skin cell and the fourth one I check is a fat cell in my nose.

I measure how big each compartment is and use that to divide with the total volume of my heartcore. My sum tells me that around a hundred trillion compartments can be fit inside the core. An adult human body has around forty trillion cells, give or take a few. I thus conclude that half of my heartcore is filled with sections, one for every living cell in my body.

This answers a couple of my questions about body cultivation. It’s just a shame that I can formulate so many more things to be tested with this new information that I have even more experimenting to do now. I smile wryly, the more you know, the more you realise how little you really know. I add any new experiments I come up with to my ever-growing to-do list.

Spreading some qi through the water I’m floating in; I stand up and start moving again. I try to bore down into my heartcore, making the needle of augur as thin as possible, but I get overwhelmed before I get through a quarter of the core’s radius. My braincore isn’t powerful enough to handle all the different sections, and I get a headache. I manually heal my bleeding nose and try once more. My mind fills up with the scanned data before I can see what the inner half is made up of.

I’ll try that again later. I just hope that my heartcore won’t grow even denser and harder to scan by then. I set a small notification process running. It will remind me to check my cores and general cultivation once per day. I can no longer afford to go years without doing in-depth cultivation reviews.

I feel both anger and joy at the fact that I got stripped of my thousand years strong cultivation base. On the one hand, I’m weak as shit right now. On the other hand, I get to do it all over again with a millennium of cultivation experience under my belt. My dual core setup is another win, but the general powerlessness in my current situation sort of cancels it out.

I do take note of the fact that I can do stuff way above my power level. Making Tree into a dimensional and semi-aware artefact is not something I should have been able to accomplish. Nor should I have been able to make spatial rings. My braincore can only account partially for these feats of strength.

My mood sours as I recall why I’m in this situation in the first place. Usually, I don’t really bother with revenge and stuff like that, but I think I’ll have to make an exception this time. I make another note and decide to forget about it until I am near ascension again. Until then, all I can do is prepare and regain my power. For now, though, I decide to stop lazing about as the waves carry me back and forth.

I continue moving across the sea, the waves becoming higher as the seabed rises. The sea creatures are acting normally in this area, no swarms of them racing just under the surface. I pull up a scan of the mage boat we met. The mana cannon is the first man-made magical device I have seen so far.

It is made from some sort of iron, but I’m not sure what type. I was kind of distracted at the time, so I didn’t do a detailed augur scan. From what I can tell, it works on a very simple principle.

A complex web of inlaid channels guides the injected mana into the cannon’s pressure chamber. There, a mana powered force field stops it from exiting the barrel prematurely. The pressure keeps building until it overpowers the force field, causing the raw power to explode from the barrel. A crude and unpredictable system, it does pack quite a punch. From what I have seen so far, the cannon is a lot more effective than all the mana users casting spells separately. It’s penetrating power - courtesy of the high speeds the energetic beam is travelling at - is nothing to sneeze at.

I spot land peeking over the horizon, distracting me from further analysis. I should be coming ashore between Peak City and the Capital. A quick map check confirms that I have been running in the correct direction. The vague shapes resolve themselves into large dunes and slow down my steps. I’m leaving quite a trail of spray behind me. Running over land with these speeds is guaranteed to leave a large furrow behind me as I will need to literally plough through the soil.

I realise I forgot to let Tree absorb seawater the moment my feet touch land. I cast a quick glance backwards, but decide to move on, the circle contract now screaming in my mind. I have slowed down a lot and need to reinforce the ground with each step I make.

I can fly, but that qi-inefficient mode of transportation will drain me empty before I’ll get halfway. I’ll think about it when I’m closer and time is running out. The dunes blitz by under my feet, and I see a short range of hills before running across flowing grass-covered hills. Copses of trees dot the landscape, and I spot some villages in the distance.

‘A BIRD? A PLANE? SUPERMAN? NOPE, JUST A BIRD.’

There, that should keep the casual observers at bay. I scan one of the villages as I pass by near it. It has some fields behind a range of trees. I also spot small, dirty huts near the fields. This contrasts with the nice stone houses of the village proper and only showcases the differences in quality of living.

‘Out of sight, out of mind’ also seems to apply to this world. Seeing ragged slaves toiling for the food you eat must be an appetite spoiler. I suppress the white knight inside myself at the deplorable conditions the farmers live in and move on. I have to put some extra effort into suppressing that aspect of myself at the sight of thin, fur-covered children working the land.

That does bring up the question though, how did I manage not to see any of these slave farms so far? The first village I came across must have been supplied with Tower loot. Kind of telling that buying supplies from a magical dungeon is preferred over farming by the general human populace.

My previous conclusion on human farming must thus be wrong. Angeta scoffed at the idea, but I suspect that has more to do with the strict caste system the beastkin seem to operate on. Only places where dungeon food can’t easily be transported to seem to be equipped with farms.

Looking ahead, a relatively small mountain range blocks my direct path. I do a quick cost/benefit calculation and decide to cross straight over it instead of running around. Rock is harder than soil, and the extra stepping force I can use there compensates for the climbing.

Ignoring the villages in my path, I make good time. I run around any sentient life with big, smooth turns. My speed causes quite a bit of wind, the field of ‘IGNORE ME’ qi covering doing nothing to hide the trail of rustling trees and grass in my wake. I also ignore the temptation of running directly through the human villages. The locals’ frustration at having their houses suddenly destroyed would just get taken out on the involuntary labour force.

The hills have been gradually rising, the mountains ahead are high enough to have small white peaks. I look up and see a familiar white dot trailing behind me. She is catching up to me again. I gained quite a lead with my sudden departure and while running full tilt across the sea.

I don’t like the fact that my scanning process doesn’t reach her. Again, some frustration at my neutered powers bubbles up. Not being able to scan for multiple kilometres is frustrating after being able to scan entire empires at once. I sigh while jumping over a patch of forest and then jump high enough to reach the rocky foothills.

I hop from ridge to ridge, using calculated amounts of force just shy of shattering the entire face with each step. My scanning process notifies me that a place of interest is ahead. I decide to spoil myself and jump extra high, using the airtime to take a careful look around.

Inside of a bare stone valley I expected, ruins stick up from in between obviously artificial caves. Stone blocks, a metre wide on average, contract an ancient, dilapidated building. Marking the spot on my map for later investigation, I move on. More stone and some snow pass beneath me until I’m running on grasslands again, the Tower now visible as my altitude allows me to see over the mountains.

I narrow my eyes as something seems off about it, but I am too far to really tell what, the jagged end still menacingly sticking up into the sky. I zoom my vision and I see a small pinprick of bright light in the middle of the crooked top. The feeling that something is wrong increases, but I can’t tell what. The entire structure does seem oddly dirty though. This, combined with the fact that I spot quite a few more smoke trails emerging from the city, raises my hackles.

The few villages and small cities around me have less and less farmland surrounding them. Halfway across the grassland between Tower and mountain, the farms stop entirely. Well-used roads are a clear hint that the Tower must be feeding a lot more people than just Tower City itself.

I now clearly feel the strain the containment circle is under. This is all rather suspicious though, the flow of qi I measured before leaving for the north should not have put such stress on it. It should have held for at least a week more, and I suspect that it would just have compressed the loose qi into liquid form for even more energy storage.

I spent quite a bit of qi to get here so quickly, and Tree is starting to run low. Qi in motion makes more qi, but not a lot. I have a solid core, but that only creates a trickle. The mana I breathe in and turn into qi is so little it is of no consequence at my current level. This all means that I can really use the power boost before… acquiring a volcano.

I slow down a bit more as more people appear on the roads. Small caravans are interspersed with single beast drawn carts and loose groups of armed figures. I keep low, using some aspects of Tess’ way of moving to keep close to the ground. That in combination with the thin film of stealth qi around me should keep me from sight.

The tower grows ever bigger and longer as the city walls become visible over the horizon. Then my danger scanner screams at me before another sun blooms high above me. I get shoved into combat mode as all my remaining qi pours into my brain.

Second sun, source? Check shadow is quickest, up and to the left. Move eyes. Wait for eyes to move. Program running movement, bleed off momentum in two steps. Eyes see second sun now. Fireball? No, not just fire. Spectrum indicative of temperature over fifteen hundred degrees. Fire and wind combined? Excess of oxygen or other materials needed for this brightness. Hints of other colours, dirty flames?

Rescan spectrum. More than just white, peaks of red? Block ninety percent of light. Still too bright, ninety-nine. Second sun is five kilometres up. Last kno…

Rhea. Re-Haan. Rhea. Last known location of hot dragon chick is in location of fireball. First step gets executed. Sense dirt exploding from sudden attempt at stopping, not relevant. Focus back on fireball. Expansion rate of explosion? Contracting again. Took half a second for combat mode to engage; enough time for explosion to reach maximum diameter.

Scan spectrum again. Polarise. View through standard visual filter package. Multiple energy sources detected, hotspots mean… molten metal or stone? Confirmed, molten shrapnel is now moving past initial flame front. Override previously planned step. Check qi reserves. New plan will take half. Acceptable, easy qi recharge is near.

Force movement. Muscle tissue in leg bruises from overexertion. Bend knees, use shock of crashing into ground to course correct. Force qi into ground. More. Need to cover at least twenty metres, else dirt will not give enough leverage to kick off from. Sink through knees, lowest point reached. Ignore pain of popping knee joint, contract gluteus and quadriceps groups at maximum.

Override heartcore protest. Acknowledge potential damage to legs, ignore. Execute. Observe rain of stars moving past flame front as leg muscles tear. Repair projection? Half minute for full, effective after ten seconds. Acceptable.

The qi swirling through my brain gets diverted to my legs, crashing me out of combat mode as the world speeds up around me. The abstract silence of experiences the world at a fraction of normal speed retreats, letting the sound of rushing wind into my mind again. I pull on the qi inside the ground and pull it with me. Who attacked from where? The sun, probably. Rhea used that tactic when I first met her, must be a dragon thing. I see small forms blocking sunlight. They grow bigger as I see wings expand.

Dragon silhouettes. Three of them. Did they attack Rhea? Did they notice the many mana disturbances I caused without receiving any reports from her? There were no reports because of the contract between us. I really hate the law of cause and effect sometimes.

I only see black, winged forms against the sun as I speed towards the fading fireball. A broken form starts falling from the sky. A large lizard-like body with just a single wing. Shit. Shitshitshitshit.

I move some of my remaining qi into my brain, causing my anxiety to fade. Red streaks of mana become invisible to my senses again as I control my emotions. What to do? She is too big for me to easily move. My legs are still busted from the sudden change in direction. It will be like carrying a large piece of styrofoam while my legs are jelly. The weight will not be the issue, the size will be.

Ask her to change into humanoid form? I ponder possible scenarios as I cut through the air. I gain altitude quickly now. I feel some relief as I come to the conclusion that I will reach her before the dragons. How did she change between dragon and human form previously? Can I force it somehow? I don’t think she will be very lucid in that torn up state.

She is missing a wing, the attack hit her back, so probably a broken or crushed spine too. What is the effect of shapeshifting in such a state? Only one way to find out. I firm my resolve while the wind screeches around me.

My ears are still ringing from the sonic boom I just made. The sound of the explosion would have taken around fifteen seconds to reach me, getting to her quicker forced me to break the sound barrier. I feel my heartcore growing smaller, using the very qi it is made of to start the repair process of my legs. My energy-loaded blood is only now reaching my femoral artery and is slowly seeping through my torn leg muscles.

I manually shift a loose flap of my rectus femoris into the correct position, allowing the qi-rich blood to start repairing it. The pain gets ignored, but it actually hurts. I decide to focus on the falling figure that is getting closer.

I see pristine white scales surrounding torn flesh. Blackened bones are sticking up from the ruin of her back. The wind’s grip on my figure finally starts winning as I slow down. I hold up my hands and hang still in the air for a single moment, the bloody ruin of a falling dragon smacking into me the next.









Chapter eleven

[bookmark: _Toc5718752][bookmark: _Toc16934433]Unfeeling 

“R E-HAAN!”

Her large eyes stay closed as she fails to react to my shouting. I climb across blood splattered scales, attempting to stop us both from spinning. Her single leftover wing is turning this fall into a death spiral. I look towards the tower as it flashes by, but it is too far away to draw any qi from there. I’m sorry Tree, but this will not be pleasant.

I touch my necklace and pull. All the qi inside the pocket dimension that still bears my fingerprints is pulled free. Half of all the qi inside Tree has degraded into other forms, changed into free-floating ambient power. I inhale but choke as a stream of blood splashes my face. I pull some more, and all the neutral qi around Tree gets pulled out.

I feel a passive sort of worry coming from the dimensional nexus point. Golden threads start pouring from the piece of jewellery around my neck, dissolving into colourless smoke. I send a quick mental thanks to the perennial as I clear my airway of the sticky red liquid.

A powerful cough later, the blood is back out and I breathe in what power Tree gave me. I sink it into my braincore and breathe it out again, the qi this time fully under my control. I force it into the massive frame I’m clinging to.

Shit. Shitshit… Stop. I’m not easily gripped by panic, but the fact that I’m clinging to a dying dragon, half-starved of qi, while the formation on top of the Tower is still screaming at me is getting to me.

Another deep breath later I’m calm again. I forcefully push through the natural energy resistance that any living being has and invade her body. Alien structures map themselves out in my mind. I scan totally unknown muscle configurations while pouring more qi into Rhea. Her bones are largely similar to other lizard-like animals, but her internal organs are a mystery to me. No animals or sentient beings I have come across so far are similar to anything I am sensing right now.

Shit, this isn’t working. I ignore the rapidly approaching ground and think through my options. I ignore the world around me even harder as I sense three large shapes diving down towards us.

Dig out the ground? I suspect that Rhea will splatter with the massive damage done to her back if she lands at terminal velocity. We will both reach the ground in twenty seconds, and with the speeds we are going, even I might be hard-pressed to walk away without permanent injuries. A dragon’s terminal velocity is a bit higher than a human’s; an aspect of my threat analysis process tells me.

The blood covering the scales I am gripping on to cause my grip to slip, a small application of qi fixes my hands to Rhea. I cast a glance upwards and an idea sprouts in my mind. I pull a small globe of qi to my palm and stare at it with my full attention, ignoring the splattering blood and screaming wind around me.

‘BEING HUMANOID IS BEST, LARGE IS BAD, LARGE IS LETHAL, HUMAN FORM NOW’

I throw the sphere upwards and follow it up with a thin strand of augur. It hits the closest dragon head on, and I force the strand of augur inside the massive beast. The dragon closest to us is entirely red, scales glistening in the sun as I observe its rugged form. I’m not sure, but the angular and rugged cast of its draconic features causes me to think of it as a male.

Making a thin grid with my augur gives me a very rough grid-shaped cross-section of the beast. I see its eyes blink rapidly while it dives towards us, the blood splatters it is flying through not visible on its red scales. Seconds tick by, and just as I fear that my trick didn’t work, the dragon starts to glow. A weirdly shaped organ in its chest seems to twist like a lock. An unfamiliar energy rapidly spreads through the beast, and with my augur I sense its insides liquefy as the diving dragon shrinks.

Retracting my various senses from the now confused trio following us, I focus back on Rhea. Fifteen seconds left until impact. I locate the organ inside her large frame and feel relief that it seems intact. The attack removed a big part of her back, but the human transformation switch is located deep inside her chest. I gently try to twist it, but it seems stuck. Another second wasted. I force it and feel something snap. The same unknown energy explodes from the small organ, and the scales under my fingers start shrinking.

The two dragons furthest away break off their dive as they attempt to intercept their shining leader. The red dragon is flopping around as the two dragons behind him veer away.

One crisis solved and twelve seconds left. A simple extrapolation tells me that Rhea will be done shrinking in ten seconds. That leaves me with two seconds to slow down and hide from the pursuing trio. I have a fifth of my total qi reserves left. Do I run to the Tower to gather the new energy? I feel for my connection with Tree and sense that its running on fumes, so no refuelling there.

I lose my grip as I feel the scales liquefy. Both lenses of my eyes still have the sunglasses effect dimming the light entering my eyes, allowing me to see the peculiar sight of a shrinking and melting dragon. The bright light seemed unnecessary to me, but this is sort of disturbing. It’s kind of difficult to fear and respect a majestic dragon that melts into a puddle of goo before turning into a human.

Shaking away the unnecessary thoughts, I focus back on the problem at hand. I quickly construct some of the more plausible scenarios. I can’t do anything too fancy with the qi I have left. I glance at my ring. The hidden compartment holds enough qi cores to make this entire situation trivial, but I don’t have the time to feel for it now. Maybe cut the ground into a spike shape and use the narrowing earthen walls to slow down? I could slice it in the shape of a long spike and bleed off the excess momentum that way. Construct a qi cushion?

Why can’t I use Tree? I take a quick peek and see chaos in the pocket of space. Only Tree itself and the surrounding structures still have coherent form. The surrounding earth is breaking apart in large chunks that disintegrate further. The only reason the land keeps its shape around the centre is thanks to the roots of trees and plants. The newly planted greenery in the further outlying areas didn’t have sufficient time to develop roots yet. Tree also feels very weak; reckless portal abuse would do a lot of damage.

Suddenly it hits me. I want to slap my forehead, but holding on to the fluid form of Rhea is difficult enough as it is with two hands. Instead, I push off to avoid her turbulent wake and dive towards the ground. I start falling faster quickly and manoeuvre myself underneath her with only seconds to spare. Rhea has shrunk down to the size of a human by now, and I see her humanoid shape forming.

I contemplate whether or not I should keep looking in a moment of madness. Patches of skin start covering the forming limbs. She is obviously not in a proper state of mind to form the leather looking armour. Does she store that somewhere? Does the carpet match the drapes?

Slightly horrified at my own thought process in such a situation, I turn my back to her and spread my arms and legs. The wind whirls around my limbs as I bleed off speed. Extending a few threads of qi out of the back of my skull, I latch onto the freshly formed arms and legs of the shapely woman falling just behind me. I pull her closer and onto my back as we speed towards the ground.

‘ZERO G, NO GRAVITY, NO MOMENTUM, FUCK YOU NEWTON’

Stress is not good for my rhyming skills. I feel my mental strength dwindle as the qi surrounding us strains at the fabric of reality. My stomach does a few flips as gravity fights with the concept of air resistance on whether or not we should speed up or slow down. Rhea’s arms hang over my shoulders, and I bend my knees slightly to prepare for impact.

My feet touch the ground, and I explode what little qi I have left downwards to forcefully absorb the impact. Four metres. I am standing in a crater four metres deep. Dust, clumps of grass and dirt clods are flying everywhere. Attaching her arms to my chest with a few bands of qi takes up a lot of my dwindling reserves. I grab her legs and feel relief as my fingers sink into firmly muscled flesh covered by smooth skin. A scene of a writhing blob of dripping dragon running over my body to the ground plays out in my mind, and I forcefully repress the image.

I check on the dragons above me and see the red glowing form of the first dragon expanding. The trio has slowed down, and they are working to gain height. The other two dragons are brown and grey. Fire, earth and metal? That explains why the explosion seemed so dense.

Focusing back on the problem at hand, I hold on tight to the unconscious female form piggybacking me. I breathe in mana and feel a trickle of power flowing into my cores. I use this small smidgen of power to cloak us both in a stealth field and begin testing my legs. My first steps are unsteady as I feel some more muscle fibres tear. Then, I properly distribute the weight over my legs and walk out of the crater.

I duck my head in a subconscious gesture as three dragons fly overhead. The wind on my back helps me to start running, and I take off while breathing in big lungfuls of air. I keep my hyper-vigilant state going as I move towards a group of trees a few kilometres away. The dragons overhead start circling the area while tilting their heads as they scan the ground. I feel their gazes sliding over me a couple of times, but none stick. My hiding skills honed over decades of sneaking around are still as useful as ever.

Entering the forest calms me down a great deal. Having overhead cover to hide from the flying overgrown lizards allows me to drop the stealth field and I do so the moment I enter the green cover. I don’t stop moving yet. I keep walking as my legs start to tremble from the pain and damage. The weight on my back would normally not be a burden, but I have very little energy left to spare.

A minute of walking later, I lay myself down on the grass at the base of a random tree. I roll from under the weight and sit up. I take a look at Rhea, something I avoided doing so far. The backside of a naked and flawless example of female perfection greets my eyes, no wounds visible. Unfortunately, I feel too exhausted to become excited about it. Her breaths are very shallow, and they are not getting any deeper.

Placing a hand on her back, I seep my augur into her. My eyes grow wide at the state of her being. She seems perfectly healthy at first glance if a little pale. That changes when I take a look at the state of her cells though. Every strand and fibre of her being looks like it has been partially put through a blender. Each cell wall and cluster of DNA is damaged, every single part of her body dying in some way.

Let’s see. She lost around a tenth of her body mass in dragon form? No, that is correct when I only take her body into account, she lost an entire wing. So, around a sixth? That seems about right, every single cell of hers has around a sixth of its contents violently mixed up. She will be dead in five minutes. I can feel her organs slowly failing as her general metabolism grinds to a halt.

Shitshitshitshitshit.

Stop that, focus on solutions. Damage done to her dragon form must have been evenly distributed to her human form when I forced her to change. I might be able to keep her alive if I had all my qi right now. That’s a problem because I am near empty. I find my face in a deep frown. I know what I must do, but it will suck a lot. Let’s hope I won’t end up killing myself. I make a plan for the next few hours and scrawl that across my mind in massive, impossible to ignore letters.

With a resigned sigh, I start. Nature, fire, earth, metal, water, air, light, and dark. Those are all the mana elements I can link to emotional states. I hesitate once more but firm my resolve as I make sixteen small compartments in my mind. I fill each one with one of the linked emotions. I feel my face slacken into a dead mask as my emotional core freezes up. All the emotions I had swirling through my mind are now stuck and locked up inside those small processes.

I let out some of my remaining qi and spread it thin through the surroundings. Then I use the sections to start attracting mana from around me. The layer of qi guides the colourful strands into my mouth. They pass through my body and into my braincore. It is a good thing I already have a plan in motion, without those predetermined steps, my cold and dead mind would just have walked away from this mess.

I use the qi to reinforce Rhea’s body, releasing control of the qi once it forms an even layer through her form and guiding the power into a passive supporting role. I see her degradation slow as the cells grow stronger while they keep falling apart. I sit there, not thinking, not feeling for at least half an hour, my eyes dead and my heart even more so.

The moment her cells stop degrading, I mechanically stand up and slowly put her on my back again. I mentally mumble a stealth field around myself. The mana keeps flowing into my mouth as my locked-up emotions keep attracting even portions of the simple energies. Woodenly, I begin walking towards the tower.

Step after step, I keep on going. Half of the qi I generate now is used by me while the other half goes towards keeping Rhea stable. The walls of Tower city slowly come closer. I don’t feel any excitement at this. I don’t even feel bored. I don’t even feel nothing. Instead of an emotional vacuum, it is as if I never felt a single thing in my life. Any emotional memories are now alien and unknown to me.

I look up to the broken top of the dungeon. My apathetic eyes see black lines running down from the top. The entire top part of the Tower seems odd, but I can’t care. I keep walking, following the plan that is constantly visible in my mind’s eye. Mechanically, I jump over the wall when I reach it and plop down in the city proper.

Everything inside the city gets ignored. I don’t see the lack of people on the streets. The occasional burned down house gets none of my attention. I only know that I have a plan to complete and nothing else.

Mechanically, I step across molten patches of cobblestone until I reach the dungeon’s base. Some of the qi I gained gets applied to my feet. A suction force pulling air from between my feet and the tower gets generated, as that is what the plan tells me to do. None of the qi actually touches the Tower, so none of it gets lost. Only the physical effect it generates is used to walk up the white side.

Once again, I perform step after step. I deactivate the qi formation around my shoes, and I place one foot half-a-metre higher and I re-activate the formation. With a sucking plop my foot sticks to the smooth surface, and I do the same with my other foot. Step after step after step.

I avoid the black streaks of molten… something, that appears high up. Black splatters of material are stuck to the structure like molten wax. Long, thin rivulets of the stuff appear with higher frequency as I reach the top, looking like a massive melting candle. I notice that this material caused the Tower to look dirty from far away, but I don’t give a damn. Slowly, I move across the smooth, molten surface of the Tower until I reach its top.

I see a white circle surrounded by black material. Dazedly, I notice that there is a rule about investigating unknown stuff, so I probe the black, hard substance with a bit of augur. Molten, oxidised metal and rock. Fire, earth and metal. That combination sounds familiar, but my ability to care is keeping Rhea alive right now.

I move towards the pristine white circle with measured steps. The next step is to place my necklace inside the formation. I get recognised, and I’m let through. The black material has heaped up around the spinning circle, so I step down to the bare white floor. I let a single female leg go and pull the black necklace over my head. I throw it towards the centre where it hangs, the chain circling around it in a rhythmic motion.

Two more steps to go. My eyes are devoid of life and set on the pendant. I move through the portal. Tree strains a bit, but the enormous quantities of qi now at its disposal prevent any damage from being done. Not that I would have cared. The last remaining step is to remove those processes? Can it all be over then? I just want to stop.

I don’t want to die, but this blankness in my mind just needs to stop. I don’t even bother keeping myself upright as I delete the processes. My form crumples to the ground as I once again feel something, relief at it all being over.









Chapter twelve

[bookmark: _Toc5718753][bookmark: _Toc16934434]Bare 

I  just want to sleep. My mind is a mess. I feel nothing and everything at once.

Forcing my eyes open, I notice that I’m inside Tree. It’s golden branches and leaves shield me from the smattering of suns. I find myself stuck on a small patch of grass covered dirt. The small clearing is surrounded by tumbling debris. Massive chunks of stone and clumped dirt tumble alongside a myriad of small trees and loose blades of grass. I spot my castle, the student’s houses, the library, the garden, and part of the lake untouched. Half of the neatly sorted loot is also busy spinning randomly through space.

This is quite a mess. Tree is glowing golden as it maintains a shield around itself and the nearby structures. Its lack of qi must have loosened its grip on the surrounding lands, causing them to disintegrate. I feel like I have to apologise to the poor thing, but the way I currently feel, I want the world to apologise to me.

With a start, I look down. I feel relief as I see her breathing still. I also feel anger, jealousy and am creeped out. The next moment I feel boiling rage and utter depression. Shit, I knew that fucking with my emotions was a bad idea. I decide to distract myself from the roiling mess inside my head by focusing on Rhea.

I breathe in the qi rich air while reaching for the naked lady. I freeze up as I realise that I succeeded. There is qi all around me, pretty dense too. More qi than this space ever had. Then I remember the black streaks splattered across the Tower. It looked like someone dumped a whole lot of pitch-black candle wax on top of the white structure.

The memories of that time seem very faint and send chills across my spine. I also remember finding that the black stuff is made from molten and burned metal and stone. Fire, metal and earth. I want to beat the ever living fuck out of that trio. First things first though.

Rhea is stable. Her cells are all shot to shit, and she isn’t getting any better. The qi inside her body is keeping her alive, but not by much I can fix it, her human form is basically a normal, extremely mana-sensitive human, with the exception of a small, additional organ just under her heart. I recognise it as a miniature version of the transformation lock.

I turn around and walk away for a bit. My mind is still a mess of overactive emotions. My entire body switches from cold hate to incredible lust to exhausting worry. I just wander around for a minute or so, moving my body around in order to calm down.

It isn’t working at all. Tears stream down my face while I start trembling at random. I resign myself to my fate by walking back to the still woman. I kneel down beside her in the grass and place a hand on her back. I spread a fine mesh of augur across her body, filling half my mind with Rhea’s physical form. I use the other half to start piecing her cells back together.

At least, that’s the plan. I scratch my head a bit, wondering where to start in this case. It is as if Rhea, lying in front of me, is a horrible victim of radiation. Her cells are partly mush, so I start scanning them to check what parts are damaged. Arbitrarily starting with her muscle cells - I don’t want to make mistakes because of inexperience when working on her brain - I scan them one by one.

A chaotic mess of macromolecules and proteins appear in my mind’s eye. It looks familiar, but I have basically no idea how they work and interact in a healthy cell. I never had to piece back cells like this before. I have studied a lot of plant-and animal cells, but the architecture of this one is alien to me. This task might be a bit much to ask of my fledgling cultivation base. I will need to do this very smart or I’ll be here for quite a long time.

My roiling emotions are not helping either. To be honest, I’m feeling quite hopeless here. The complexity of this project is staggering. I’m stuck on a primitive planet. This entire planet does not even have a millionth of the power the cultivation world had in total. Reaching ascension level was quite difficult there, how am I ever going to do it in such an energy-poor location? 

Back on Earth, I sometimes wondered what it would be like to live for centuries and millennia. Normal humans died when they were around 80 in developed countries. Mortals didn’t even tend to live that long in the cultivation world. That time is just the blink of an eye to any foundation realm expert or higher. What is the thinking process of a person thousands of years old?

Well, I found out in person that things tend to stay largely the same. Certain eccentric traits can become more pervasive as people usually stop hiding their true selves after a few centuries of life. I do what I truly want more, though that might have been a side effect of being able to do what I want more because of my growing power.

The negative is that growing truly old allows you to see how truly alone you are. People come and go, and each new face has less impact than the previous. The only one who you can trust - it turns out - is yourself.

Long story short, what I truly feel like doing is not letting the shapely dragon in front of me die. Also, not being alone all the time would be a nice change. I did that for a thousand years, and I got bored of wandering by myself quite a long time ago.

I locked away my emotions in order to start the mana-sucking qi generator. This separated my emotional mind from bodily influence. My mind ignored the hormones running through my brain and ran on cold, dead logic when I walked to the tower. Restoring that connection causes some oversensitivity. So, my brain feels things in a hyperintense manner, which causes my various hormonal glands to try to calm things down by squirting some other mind influencing juice. That causes another overreaction. Ad infinitum.

Seeking some form of escape, I lock away a large part of my mind, commanding it to do automated cellular scanning and repair on Rhea. Then, I just start talking. I focus on what to say next while sensing Rhea being put back together, cell by cell.


⁂
 

A shining white dragon glides through the sky. Her wings beat with a slow and strong pace as she follows a small figure, running down below. Re-Haan still feels kind of weird, following this guy around for no apparent reason. He told her himself that the three books in her possession are all he has on wind-related knowledge, so she has little reason to keep stalking this person.

Yet here she flies, obediently tracing the man’s hurried path with her draconic eyes. She should be disturbed about this but is somehow totally okay with it now. And that’s because when she inevitably fucked up, it didn’t change anything. The giant storm she accidentally brought down on the entire group’s heads didn’t bring the accusing glances she is used to. If anything, they took it as something interesting, the small girl with short blue hair even looked at her with such sparkling eyes when the downpour started pelting everyone on board, that Re-Haan nearly grinned back at her.

The dragoness looks down, watching the man kilometres down below rush across the plain. A warm feeling washes through her body when she spots him looking up at her for a brief instant. ‘That’s a new one, I felt anger and confusion when I looked at him previously, why do I feel warm?’

Her inexperience with anything like relationships causes her to interpret some of her feelings in odd ways. Dragons only mate with the strongest partner around, and that’s the current head dragon most of the time. His children then have to wait until the top dragon gets replaced to start trying to make the next generation of dragons. There are some ancient rules and precepts that manage this area of dragon social life, but Rhea never got around to studying those.

The warm feeling is new though, and it’s getting uncomfortably hot. Surely this is not normal? Why do her wings suddenly feel like they might catch fire at any moment?

THUUUD

It sounds like someone hit a big, thick-skinned animal with a big club. A dull boom crashes through Rhea’s chest, starting at her back. Shocked senseless by the blast, she barely registers the fact that she has started falling. The extremely bright flash is gone, but darkness surrounds her before she can regain her sight.

PAIN PAIN PAIN PAIN PAIN PAIN PAIN

Everything is pain. It is like her entire body is Replace with liquefied pain. Every fibre of her being now informs her that she is inside a sea of pure torment. At first, it just paralyses her into inaction. She just lets the pain wash through her as any thoughts are eaten away by the agony.

Just when she suspects that her mind may break in half to escape the pain, she registers sounds. Simultaneously, she finds an anomaly in the searing pain that is now her body. There is an area of less pain slowly travelling across her back. She escapes to that place, focusing all her attention on the single spot of her body that screams of pain a bit less.

The spot moves around, leaving slightly less anguish in its wake. It starts glowing with a soothing and warm light, and she follows it around as it travels through her entire body. Slowly but surely, the agony begins to lessen. What feels like half an eternity later, she finally manages to pay a bit more attention to her surroundings. Words have been drumming into her ears, but her focus was too preoccupied with pain to take notice.

“…quite boring to be honest. I did a lot of reading - multiple rooms filled with books everywhere. My job paid well, so I could afford a big house. I turned it into a large library by the time my memories from that life end. And then I was suddenly in an unknown forest, two extremely familiar but unknown corpses lying beside me.”

Having found a new avenue of distraction, Re-Haan listens to the soft voice with all her might. She distracts herself from her body by fleeing into the world the words paint for her.

“A kid, fourteen years old, tortured me for a few hours. He did it so mechanically, without any emotion. I am sure that he saw me as just a tool to use, not as a human being. He left me for dead while telling me I should be glad. My parents and I were of some use to him, a noble inner core disciple of the mightiest sect in the province. He believed that saying thanks to a pile of broken corpses made up for the things he did.”

Re-Haan is fully absorbed, greedily analysing every word for information. The soft voice sounds like it lacks any emotion, but the paralysed dragoness can still feel a changing undertone through the words. The lilting tones of common speech spoken by all dragons - and thus all mortals - soothe her aching mind.

“I don’t know what happened. I think I died when I was around fifty back on Earth; my memories stop around that age. I was called Drew Lian back then, by the way, but I don’t really like that name anymore. Then my soul must have been transported to another universe, where it got stuck in the body of a mortal child. That, or I unlocked memories of an earlier life. I don’t think so though because I had none of the original bodies’ memories. The next few years were tough. Nobody except evil and dark practitioners wanted anything to do with an orphan. Just learning the basics of the local language took me years.”

She loses herself in the story. She flees her physical agony by listening to the words in a trance.

“People stopped talking to me as I never said anything in return. They last saw my parents and me being led off into the woods by a known cultivator from the Black Turtle sect, located a few mountains away from the little village. They all knew that I was lucky to be still alive. Living far away from a big sect was dangerous because of roaming beasts; live too close, and your life is at the whims of any cultivator that you meet.

“I was around twelve. I lived by helping on the fields, earning enough not to starve. I got a lucky break when I was sixteen. I found the corpse of a sect member far out in the woods. His skin was blue, so I think he got poisoned and died when running back. He had a small pouch, a scroll, and a gem inside his pockets. I looted him and ran away as quickly as I could.”

The voice is slow and unfocused. There is little inflexion, but its way of speaking does change now and then in a subtle manner. To Re-Haan, it sounds like someone just randomly speaking their thoughts while being totally occupied by another task.

“The gem saved my life. It was a piece of jade containing a cultivation manual. I learned the language most cultivators used by studying it. The cultivation manual described a way of growing stronger by absorbing certain energies. I finally managed to feel the qi present everywhere in that world by following the uselessly complex instructions. Then I started cultivating.”

The dragoness gets entirely lost in the story that weaves itself out as she listens. The voice tells her about the many sights it has seen, stories of adventure and danger. Drew describes his endless tests with the energy called qi, like building his own power back up after discovering a more efficient way to do things.

Stories about running away from a hostile search party through unconventional means or exploring trial grounds or ancient ruins. A weird thought pops up in Rhea’s mind, according to what little info she remembers, humans can become like, two hundred years? She suspected the weird man named Drew to be fifty years old. Or maybe ten years old, due to some of his behaviourisms. But now he has been describing an amount of a few hundred years at the least.

Was it humans that aged to two hundred, or one of the other races? The injured dragon’s muddled mind is unable to recall the specific statistics that she was once taught, but that doesn’t really seem important to her at the moment.

Time goes by as Drew describes his doubts and failures. Difficult subjects are described with brutal honesty. Faults are described in as much detail as the greatest success he accomplished. Rhea mentally chuckles to herself. ‘Nine of his ten best moments have to do with books. He seems just as book-obsessed as uncle.’

The dragoness feels some pain as she thinks back to the time of her youth. She thought that her uncle, the only dragon to ever craft glasses for himself, was a strange being. Now, she can see that he just got tired of all the draconic politicking and backstabbing and shut himself inside the library most of the time.

“…so after that fiasco, I got lost in the Endless Fractured Portal Maze of a Thousand Deaths. I met a female cultivator there, and we got to know each other as I deciphered the teleportation runes. Fifty years we spent there, waiting for the runes to align. I thought I would stay with her for the rest of my life, and I think I loved her.

“The moment we finally got out she broke a talisman, trapping us both and calling her sect. She knew that I had a massive bounty on my head from the start and played along for fifty years. She laughed in my face as I asked why she would betray me like that.”

The voice stops for a moment, and Re-Haan starts mentally begging for it to return. The pain has lessened over the long hours of listening, but being submerged in boiling water still hurts. The fact that is was ten times worse at the start does little to ease her agony.

“So, I crippled her, knowing that the loss of her cultivation base would free us both. Leaving her alive was a bad idea, as I spent the next seventy years running and hiding from a large sect alliance hunting me down.”

A strange feeling goes through Re-Haan as she listens to this part of the story. On top of the pain, she now feels like someone is grabbing her innards while twisting it slowly. She pushes that feeling away and pours all her attention into the story again.

More adventures follow, all told from first-hand experience. She hears how he broke into more libraries and deciphered secrets worth kingdoms, only to discard them because they were based on superstition. Every time another interaction with a female is described, the gut-twisting comes back.

He talks about Earth some more, a place so advanced and skilled in something called science that wars became obsolete. He laments the fact that people still fought, without any proper cause. He sounds so bewildered at times, like a lonely old man not understanding the world around him. Then he sounds like an enthusiastic kid as he describes some aspect of qi or cultivation that he discovered through arduous trial and error.

The story slows down as higher levels of power are described. The actors in the story all become powerful enough to crush mountains with a finger, and Drew is no different. Fights against cults who keep humans like livestock and daring stealth raids on highly protected information vaults get painted in Re-Haan’s mind’s eye word by word.

Gaps of years where Drew does nothing but walk the lands in disguise, long periods of time spent refining some aspect of knowledge that sounds alien to the dragon’s ears. Then he starts preparing for something he calls ascension, and the story takes a sudden turn.

Re-Haan now catches the occasional glimpse of an image or feeling accompanying the story. Almost as if the veil in between herself and the mind who is speaking slips now and then.

Fighting off hordes of hostile cultivators, the ascension process goes fairly smoothly. Then, things don’t go his way once more as he is denied entrance to the higher planes. Re-Haan’s confusion grows as the valley with cute and murdering critters gets described. Then he describes the Tower, and it clicks.

He uses a large amount of time describing a random tree. Can you talk to trees? Then the voice describes squeezing the tree until it spills out into another place. Re-Haan’s mind is pretty muddled, but even she can understand that something about that story sounds off. She decides to ignore it for now - his voice drones on about the growing piece of space that gets developed.

This insignificant human, this being she looked down on is telling his own story, she has come to realise. He, who she didn’t even find worthy of talking to at first, has lived more than the most ancient dragons. It continues as he tries to do things differently for once. Finding an injured girl inside of a dungeon is his turning point.

“Things don’t change if one’s approach doesn’t change. So here I am, on a new world for the third time. How much time do I have here? The chance of me never leaving this mudball is zero, so what will I leave behind? More angry people who lash out at the one endangering their position of power? Maybe I should be the change that I want to see in the world. God that sounds so corny.”

The story then continues to describe kidnapping some likely disciples. Thorough background checks to ensure no lingering seeds of betrayal get glossed over as he continues to narrate the adventure he has had on this world. From a bunny to a sexy dragon with very familiar eyes. Until the story ends the moment he walked into his pocket dimension, emotions locked up because of necessity while carrying an unconscious woman on his back.

“So now here I am, full with qi once again, repairing a dragon I have unfortunately very little relations with, cell by cell. Let’s see, did I miss anything important? I think that sums up my life so far pretty well. I guess I should do some more self-reflection and hope that the rest of my emotions calm down completely with that.”

A long, slow intake of breath fills the pause in talking. A slow exhale, and the voice starts again.

“I know it’s pretty stupid to keep clinging to the ideals of my first life. I should adapt to the situation, but why would I want to leave such a big part of me behind? Looking at the way high-end cultivators used to behave, cutting parts away from yourself is a bad idea. Who thought that severing parts of your own psyche or personality to gain power and advance in cultivation was a good idea?

“Living for a long time should make people more altruistic, right? Unless they purposefully numb their own heart, they will see what kind of long-term impact their actions have on the world. Is giving multiple people years of grief really worth killing someone over an insult? We’ve got the ability to think, after all. Shouldn’t that elevate us above revenge and anger? Then again, we got to evolve our intelligence in part thanks to those base emotions from the lizard brain, so that’s a bit hypocritical, I guess.”

Lofty words sound out crisp and clear. One sentence filled with conviction, the next spoken with a voice so unsteady it could break apart in a slight breeze.

“I could have cut away my emotions or attachments at any time through some kind of severing process. But is reaching the top worth it if your personality is nothing but a bloody skeleton, all feebleness cut away as the price for power? And I don’t think it’s possible to stop eliminating facets of yourself once you start, the nigh-immortal cultivators I met were just caricatures. They took a single aspect of their personality to cling to and removed the rest.

“I am not only my curiosity. I am also my anger and hate. I am my love and disgust. I will never cast these away just because my power doesn’t grow anymore. The only concession I make is to honour the phrase ‘ignorance is bliss.’

“Ascending with just my mind by fully unlocking my braincore made me crazy. Crazily logical. What is there to live for if every equation ends in heat death? Why continue on if all ends in nothingness. Talking to people is not important if you can see the end of the universe ticking closer, second by second. So, I want to be dumb and keep myself that way. I even run away from this world by not looking through the massive libraries that I gathered. Just because the interesting facts are surrounded by the darkness of the universe.”

Re-Haan is lost now. What was a fascinating story progressed into thoughts that seemed out of reach for the dragon. Dragon’s generally don’t do philosophy. Why bother going through the trouble of thinking things through step by step if ‘more power’ is an easily applied answer?

“This is hypocrisy, and I’m fine with that. I will change if I find a better way. That is my resolve. I will find the why of all. I will not throw away my ideals and morals just because they are inconvenient. This is who I am, was, and will be. My emotions come from this life that I have lived. I will control my feelings, and they will control me.”

Then, the deepest sigh Re-Haan has ever heard resounds. She feels power from those words. An unshakable but changing power. Power that is there for a reason, not just because it is or because of power itself. She feels like there is an answer nearby, but she lacks the ability to move around the corner to see for herself. All her troubles could be solved if she can just grab it.

Dragons sleep a lot. Re-Haan herself has only been awake for a total of one day out of twenty. And she was shunned partially because she was awake so much of the time. Now she feels like there is something more to life than napping the years away, like the questions she didn’t even know she had along with perfect answers are just out of reach.

So, the transformed, humanoid dragon escapes the pain in her body further by reaching out. She concentrates fully on the spot moving through her body where the pain is less and reaches with all her might.

Her mind warps as she connects to something.









Chapter thirteen

[bookmark: _Toc5718754][bookmark: _Toc16934435]███████ 

F INALLY!

My twisting guts calmed down as I re-asserted my life. Recounting my experiences and morals is a good grounding experience. I’ve never used self-reflection to even out my brain chemistry to this extend, but it seems to work.

I am tired though. So very, very tired. My body is filled with energy now that I have enough qi again, but my mind just wants to sleep. That extensive monologue was just as mentally draining as the emotional turbulence. I really hope that Tree can’t hear; I said some pretty embarrassing things. Self-reflection does nothing unless I am totally honest with myself, so there’s no helping the fact that I was airing all my dirty laundry along the way.

I look down at the shapely back my hand is still rubbing. My greedy hand is systematically travelling across her pale skin as the automated process scans and repairs. I also really hope that Rhea is as unconscious as she seems.

“Just a dream, nothing but a dream,” I mumble softly, more to myself than anyone else. I think I hear a slight laugh as my hand travels across her spine, but I’m sure it’s nothing important.

The repair process is still going, slowly piecing her back together. Cell after cell gets scanned and compared. I’ve analysed some cellular processes sufficiently by now and those functions are being repaired. Progress is slow, though. I guess that I made just a scant few percentages of progress in the time I have been talking.

I slump down on top of the form I am kneeling over, my hand now rubbing over her long, white hair. The process keeps going, but I don’t pay it attention. Instead, I’m distracted by a small shining light just out of reach. It feels warm, so I gravitate closer. The warmth of the body below me is comfortable. I idly note that the repair process speeds up by half due to our increased skin contact.

I give in to the desire to close my eyes. I subconsciously move towards the warm feeling, embracing it as I fall asleep.


⁂
 

No more pain! Skipping around a bit, Rhea is feeling pretty great. She’s not quite sure how she got here, or where here is, but moving around free of that overload of pain has her in a pretty good mood. Then two strong arms appear out of nowhere and snare her up into a warm hug. She immediately freezes like a deer in the headlights, not moving a finger.

“Hmmmh, warhhm…” Slowly mumbled words rumble from overhead. The arms shift a bit and tighten around her waist as she is casually lifted from her feet. She is then swayed back and forth like a teddy bear. She feels something touch the top of her head.

“Hmmmh… shmellss, hm, nice.” The voice makes her freeze further, totally overwhelmed by the situation. Dragons never touch each other except when they fight or mate. Weird thoughts start flitting through her head as she tries to struggle free but is helpless in the iron hug. She starts to feel warmer again. But this time the heat isn’t from an external source.

Somehow, she understands all of the hidden meaning behind those lazy, sleepy comments. The need for escape and comfort fighting with the need for isolation and independence is clearly heard from the soft voice.

Although the dragoness called Re-Haan is a little scatter-brained now and then, she is fully aware of the current situation. All the pain was a clear sign that something bad must have happened, and she is smart enough to put two and two together. So, she fully realises who the person hugging her like a lifeline is.

Tentatively, the hug is returned. Slender arms wrap around the hunched figure who is clutching her tightly. She closes her eyes as she gives in to the affection.

“Hmmmh.”

The soft noise she makes comes along with a feeling like, ‘This is quite warm indeed.’ He nuzzles the top of her head as she buries into his chest.

“Hmm,” this one means, ‘And smells nice too.’

Gravity seems to disappear as the two vague forms keep hugging. Now he makes a noise, loaded with meaning. A soft hum in return conveys an answer. An entire conversation plays out as the half-conscious couple plays around with this form of communication. She stifles her laughter as he conveys a beautiful picture of a caricature red dragon with a few sounds. She gives off a few angry noises, simultaneously conveying the picture of a smile.

Slowly the sounds change in tone. They become suggestive and more heavily loaded. Soft breathing gets Replace with panting as they converse with only sounds.


⁂
 

Alright, that was fun BUT ENOUGH!

I grab Rhea’s head in my hands, my hazy mind now filled with a different type of energy. Tilting her head up to me, I peer into her eyes. “I am going to have amazing sex with you now. I will stop if you say, ‘Dragon’s rule.’ Nod if you understand.”

I keep looking into her pale eyes until she deliberately tilts her head up and down. It takes a while, and I can see the internal struggle in her eyes, but I just keep staring. We have been sending each other randy thoughts for at least ten minutes now. I don’t really know where I’m at the moment, though I can make a few guesses. Communication seems a lot easier here. It feels like we both have some kind of super-empathy.

I throw away those thoughts - not even bothering to make note of something to research later - and kiss Rhea. I’ve kissed quite a few people before, but nothing like this ever happened. My lips sort of explode with Rhea. I kiss her some more and I feel that the same is happening to her. I grin a bit at the state of total overload I am sensing from the woman while fighting to control my own senses.


⁂
 

That HUUMAAAAAN!

First, he sends all kinds of lewd thoughts, showing Re-Haan certain things in excruciating detail. Then he asks that question and kisses her! And worst of all, he dares to smirk at the state the kiss left her in. Infuriating! Re-Haan busily kisses him back, trying to merge their heads. His tongue invades her mouth and she tastes even more of him. This is insane.


⁂
 

Insanely awesome, admit it! I suddenly stop kissing her and move to her ears. I feel some confusion from the dragoness, but then I drag my tongue across the soft cartilage. She shudders while I nibble a bit. My hands are now roaming her waist, gliding over the firmly muscled skin.

She takes some initiative back by dragging her nail across my back in return. I start kissing her again and brush across a nipple. I feel her gasp while sealing her mouth with my own. I feel the urge to pause for breath, but this place does not require us to breathe, so I keep going.

I feel her building up, and start roving my hands all over her body. I touch everywhere except for the three most important places, one pair and one singular. I start biting her neck and feel something rising within her. Finally, I glide my hand downwards, placing thumb and forefinger on both sides of her outer lips. Then I squeeze.


⁂
 

HHNNNNNNNGG oh my by all the heLLSSSSNNNNGGGGGGGGGGGGG


⁂
 

I wait until her spasming stops. Then I start rolling the hard nub between my fingers.


⁂
 

What was that, by the draGOOOOH GOD HNNNNNNNNNNNNNGGG


⁂
 

I kiss her until she is lucid again. Her moist eyes had only been angry and slightly afraid until now. I grin at her face. “Quickshot.” I accuse her.

She frowns and I repeat the word, this time I include a clear explanation of the joke.


⁂
 

What in the blazing pits of all the combi-

“Quickshot.”

He repeats the word, this time it comes with diagrams. Re-Haan just had such a life-altering experience, and he explains a stupid joke WITH DIAGRAMS JUST AFTER. That’s it. Re-Haan decides to take control.

She throws him down on the ground. Hmm, where they not just floating? The heat rising from her core wipes those thoughts away as she pounces after him. Knees on both sides of his chest, she forces him down. She bends down and kisses him, if only to wipe away that stupid grin.

Then Re-Haan does something she has done very few times. She asks a question she truly wants to know the answer to. “Hmmmhmmh?”

His return comes in a softly sung tune. Re-Haan forces herself to concentrate on the thoughts he sends, to understand them. He nearly manages to break her concentration as he pushes a finger inside of her, but Re-Haan keeps her eyes closed.

She sits upright the moment he is done, and she has understood it all.


⁂
 

I picture the last image of the Kamasutra while sending it over with the last tones of ‘me and Mrs Jones’. Then she gets a gleam in her eyes as I start stroking upwards. She bucks a bit at the feeling, but largely ignores my ministrations as my finger gets drenched. Instead, she is looking at my own crotch, with a hungry gleam in her eyes. She licks her lips. That was not a conscious action, damn. That is incredibly sexy.

She visibly swallows and moves her head closer. Her mouth opens and she hesitantly takes me into her mouth.

“Hmmno teeth, please”

She throws me an annoyed glare and starts moving way too quickly and it is over in a few seconds. My entire being narrows down to a point and I explode. The first thing I hear the moment I return to reality is: “Quickshot.”

I snap my eyes upwards, and watch a smug dragoness licking her fingers while swallowing. I jump her and drag my tongue across her body. I suck on a firm nipple and cup her breasts. My breast judgement process™ did not do her justice. I massage the soft mounds of flesh while kissing my way to her crotch. My firm, lazy licks across her bring forth moans filled with just pleasure.

This is actually really cool. I directly feel from her what works and what doesn’t. No need for lengthy sex discussion if the effects can be felt directly by the other party. I modify my routine until the maximum results are achieved, holding on tight to her hips as she rides out another climax. I focus my entire attention on pleasing the woman writhing in front of me, barely managing not going off myself.

I plunge into her the moment she calms down again. Her eyes fly open wide at the intrusion. We just stare into each other’s eyes for a bit. Then I start moving slowly and she collapses backwards in a gasping and moaning heap as I pick up the pace.


⁂
 

Two forms lie crumpled on each other in the light of a golden tree. Although it seems like they have randomly fallen on top of each other, both hug each other as they twitch in their sleep.

This would be a nice albeit slightly perverse scene where it not for the massive storm of qi around both. The absolute silence in the air stands in stark contrast to the wild thunderous booms of energy crashing from the duo, a glowing tree silently standing watch near them. 









Chapter fourteen

[bookmark: _Toc5718755][bookmark: _Toc16934436]Verve 

A  small white bunny screeches through the air. The fur covering her figure is blown backwards, showing pink skin where the fine hairs are spread apart. A kick from the small hind legs causes part of a wave to explode into a fine mist. The next kick lands on a small boat. The robe-clad person riding it careens into the distance from the force, broken limbs and blood flying everywhere.

Now, let’s say that the small twitching bundle of instincts could actually think. The bunny’s thoughts would probably go something like this: ‘Mommy said to keep safe. Flashing tree is not safe. Bye tree!’

Another kick makes more fine spray, and a bigger boat gets blown in half. The white streak causing the mayhem is barely visible, mana cannons are swivelled around wildly as the small critter evades their shots with ease.

‘More flashing trees. Smaller mommies need safe. Bye bigger tree!’

The armada of various mage-powered vessels retreats once again, the small ships speeding away swiftly while the bigger boats make ponderous turns. They don’t even slow down to haul their still-living magically attuned colleagues from the water. The mages on the ships only slow down now and then to throw a rope to swimming mages in similarly coloured robes, like some robe-based racists.

“LOLAAAAA, YOU CAN COOME BAAAAACK”

‘Blue small mommy voice! Want to get scratches! Not as good as big mommy, but still good.’

Lola hurries back to the boat, landing in Selis’ outstretched arms with a precision jump. Both females narrow their eyes in pleasure as Selis starts scratching the fluffy being’s belly.

“Who’s a good girl? Yes, you aareeeee.”

A dry cough clears the pink atmosphere at once.

“Are you sure this is fine?” Tess asks with a slightly bored and worried tone. “We are sailing straight into mage territory without Teach present. If nothing else, I think he would want to see this.” She waves a hand at the splintered wrecks and dissipating trails of colourful mana as various water threading figures bob up and down in the waves.

Ket grins in response. “He said to ‘do whatever we want.’ Feel free to do so too. My power gain has slowed down a lot, we all need more energy.”

While the six disciples and single rabbit casually chat or get petted, a single girl is looking around with anxious eyes. “Are you sure this is fine though? This wonderful shield has held up so far, but we will keep meeting more mage boats. We will cross close to Strata and Disintegration like this.” The redhead peers down at a large leather map, splayed out on a small table next to the ship’s wheel.

“We are sailing west right now. We can slip away if we turn on the stealth field when we are out of sight of the ships and head north.”

Angeta stares at Ket with a deadpan expression. “Your grin starts to look like Teach’s. I would be worried about that development if I were you. I am not though, so I don’t care.”

Ket’s smile falters for a bit, but a single frown later his mouth is grinning wider.


⁂
 

“The smoke plume we have been seeing all day is Disintegration Island, home of the fire faction. And you can just see Strata’s Eternal Tower over the horizon there.”

A redheaded girl is waving her hands around as she lectures for a bit. “Massive arrays attract fire or earth mana to these islands. Never fight a faction on their own turf, they have access to at least twice as much mana and regeneration as outside of their islands. Wave Island is far to the east, on the opposite side of the Elemental Ring. Light mages are only hired to do healing for the rich. Or they get assigned to a journey mage patrol squad as support.”

Her words falter a bit as she thinks of what happened in the last two days. She was another unwilling, unmotivated mage in training. She only kept her cheer because her unpopular master told her to also focus on the positive side of mana. Most mages don’t think it is worth the trouble, anything done with dim mana is at least ten times as hard when performed with bright mana.

Then, a sudden emergency dispatch to scout a magical phenomenon later she is reunited with her brother, who she thought died years ago. Also, she is now sailing around in an invisible ship while clashing with her previous colleagues. 

“What makes the black clouds?”

Ares looks at the single fat person in the odd group. “Uhm, it’s Disintegration island, so… fire?”

Ket looks up from the map he is studying. “He wanted a volcano, right? A mountain with fire inside? Actually, that would be molten rock. Does that come from the earth? Deep down there must be more, so…”

Bord nods as the rest of the group ignore Ket’s rambling as he starts developing theories.

“We should tell him later, he needed one of those, right?” More nods follow Selis’ question. Ares is bewildered again; this talk about that mysterious ‘him’.

Selis waves her hand, causing a stream of water to drench Ket. His head starts steaming as his mouth starts moving faster.

“Who is this ‘him?’” Conspiratorially huddling up next to Tess and Selis, the light mage pries for answers.

“Don’t ask.”

“He’s great!”

Ares looks at Tess and Selis one by one. “Is it ‘don’t ask’ or ‘great?’”

Both girls nod their confirmation. Ares throws her hands up into the air and walks back to Vox. “Can you please tell me, brother?”

Vox just smiles and shakes his head. “Nope, I really don’t want to risk making him angry by talking too freely. He likes his privacy and anonymity, for some reason.”

“HAYEEEEEEEEEK!”

Tess is about to open her mouth as a piercing scream comes from belowdecks. They all jump and look around. All but Ket run over to the nearest hatch and fight each other to be the first through the opening. Ares follows behind, fussing with her white robe.

The sudden disappearance of the water stream cooling his overworked brain shakes Ket from his calculations. He starts talking to himself again as he turns the steering wheel a bit. “The entire planet must be a thin shell over a molten core of rock and metal. That is so fucking cool. I need to weigh some rocks and set up some experiments to get the proper numbers.”

His head starts steaming again by the time the group reaches the source of the scream. Selis calls out to the shaky figure in the far doorway. “Angy, why did you scream?”

The furry woman is looking into the doorway at the front of the ship’s floor with bulging eyes. “What did Tea…” She falters as she spots a white-clad figure hurry down the steps. “…did he do here? There are a bunch of mana mutants here! We have enough of those when autumn comes, why is he making more?”

All the students and the single mage crowd into the room where they see rows of deep bowls placed on small tables. Inside the bowls are fish, or at least things that look like fish.

“Yeah, they look like mana monsters that come with the beast hordes.” Tess peers into one of the bowls. She shivers as she spots a tooth covered monstrosity flopping around in the water. Another fish has bones sticking out of its scales while another is on fire. It’s on fire under water. She blinks her eyes a bit, but the flames are still gently licking around the smouldering fish when she looks again.

“There are lines on the outside!” The group discusses Selis’ discovery for a bit but can’t come to a conclusion.

“MORE MAGES!” Everyone speeds back up to the deck again. “From starboard, four vessels.”

Six people keep staring at Ket. “To the right, that way?” Ket just sighs.

They look and see the tops of masts coming over the horizon. “Why are you sailing towards them?” Vox asks.

“Something is coming from that direction; I think it’s the metal triangle Te… he had been working on. I picked it up on my long-range scans. There isn’t a lot of flying metal in the sky, you know.” Ket points a bit to the left, in the direction the group of ships is going towards. “Also, Sel, can you erase the ship’s wake? I want to speed up a bit. The mana dungeon is still pretty far away.”

Selis rises her blue eyebrows while looking around. “Yeah, that’s actually a really good idea. Not for very long though, recharging our q… I mean power with mana is slow.”

The disciples throw quick glances at Ares. Ket coughs and speaks. “Yeah… Let’s not talk about that. I’m going to speed up now.”

Selis’ face flushes as she avoids Ket’s and Ares’ eye contact. “S-Sure, I’ll go sit on the back railing.”

“Aft railing.”

“Whatever.”


⁂
 

“You think Teach is going to be pissed?” Tess softly converses with Ket as they stand behind the steering wheel. Stars and a moon illuminate the two figures as the girl operates the wheel while the boy navigates.

“Why?”

“He looked like he was about to make love to the thing when we were building this ship. Ah, it has a name, right? The Ascent.” Tess bites her lip nervously while turning the wheel a bit. She stamps the deck to illustrate her point.

“A bit more to starboard. And shit, he might be pissed.” Ket starts biting his nails as he looks over the deck. A jagged mass of splinters now occupies the place where a proud mast stood half a day earlier. Charred patches of wood make a stark contrast to the long splinters torn from the deck. Sunken footprints are visible here and there, big cracks circling them.

“If only Selis had told me she was out of qi earlier. Those mages would have never seen us if our wake didn’t suddenly become visible again.”

“If only you didn’t steer us right in front of those big mage boats.” Tess calms herself down as she continues whispering in a low volume. “And whose idea was it to turn on the stealth thing? The force field would have kept the ship safe.” She continues in her fake, mocking tone. “And whose idea was it to go towards the mana crystal dungeon in the first place?”

Now sporting a grin as Ket is at a loss of what to reply, she delivers the finishing blow. “I am going to tell Teach. He won’t give you food for a year.”

Panic flits across his face. “I got his flying metal triangle thing in my ring, that’ll compensate, right? Also, I got a lot of money. I will bribe you. What do you want? Please don’t tell Teach.”

“And who did you scam for that? I got a lot of gold from when we raided that first ship, no need.”

“Why can’t Angeta fix the ship?” Depression once again is visible in the boy’s dark eyes. He is now standing slumped while rubbing his forehead. “And why didn’t Lola wake up earlier?”

Tess punches him in the shoulder. “Hehe, what kind of man are you, hiding behind a rabbit?”

A spark of life returns to his eyes as he hopefully asks, “How about I make you a weapon?”

“Ppfffhahaha.”

“Shush, you’ll wake Ares and the rest.”

“Hehe, okay, okay… I don’t want a weapon, though. I make my own.” Tess smiles with an evil grin as she spins a suddenly formed dagger through her fingers, the other hand casually patting a small rabbit sitting on the map table. She makes the knife disappear in a puff of black smoke and grabs the wheel again. “Tell you what, I think I can take someone with me in the shadows. I tried with Lola and she was fine after.

“We could check out the dungeon before storming the entrance like idiots. You come with me and scan with qi or something. I get headaches from sensing lots of stuff at once.”

“What is the chance of something going wrong with taking another human along? Jumping through shadows without a shadow affinity sounds dangerous.” Ket splits his time between staring at Tess and the horizon.

“Who knows. Or I might just tell Teach whose idea got his ship ruined. We are lucky his experiments…” Tess shudders a bit as she continues talking. “…those fish mana freaks, didn’t get hit by one of those big mana cannons on the big mage boats.”

Ket obviously deflates as he capitulates. “Alright, we’ll be there by next nightfall. Please don’t accidentally kill me or leave me stuck in between shadows.” A pleading expression is visible on Ket’s face. Tess pushes his face away while trying to keep her laughter in check.

“I took an entire tree trunk along with me. Your scrawny frame will be fine.”

Ket continues mumbling softly, this time complaining about the unfairness of the world instead of performing calculations.


⁂
 

Valerius Arrhenius is bored as usual. All he ever wanted to be was a farmer. Then some stuck-up mage travelled through his small village out in the wilds. Living far away from any kingdom allowed his family the freedom to do as they pleased. That also meant that there was no government to supply the village with slaves. Nor where they supplied with dungeon-won food.

His parents lived with the shame of being a farmer every day, a profession so bad it’s even shameful for slaves to do. Valerius himself didn’t want to do anything else other than grow some crops on his own farm since he was young.

So, when a mage travelled through the region and tested all the children for mana sensitivity, he didn’t want to go. His parents forced him to go, hopeful that their son might escape a life of rutting in the dirt. His tears when he left with the mage were not because he would miss his parents, it was because he saw his greatest desire become impossible.

He thanks the heavens every day for the fact that the earth seems to love him, that way he doesn’t have to care about stuff. Like the ground itself, his mana control works best when his mind is calm and without a single care. Furiously worrying about something the next moment like a sudden earthquake allows him to recharge his mind and mana. Trusting his own abilities while worrying is also helpful, but the mental strain is more than doubled. Valerius usually doesn’t bother with that self-confidence crap. 

He is in his late forties while still only a journey mage, so all he has to do nowadays is walk around a bit. ‘Patrol duty,’ his high and mighty superiors called it. No matter what label it has, a permanent station on the Mana Dungeon is a rather prominent sign his career is over. He has started to develop a habit of mumbling to himself lately, and the moment he stands huddled in a doorway, out of the wind, he begins again.

“I could be pulling out beets right now. The grain would be green carpets of waving majesty. Sit on my self-made porch and enjoy a home-brewed beer. Instead, I have to learn the mysteries of the world. I can’t even have a small garden on this rocky island. Salt would kill it all anyway.”

More and more complaining spews forth from his mouth. He idly takes a clump of dirt from his pocket and rolls it through his hands. He walks out of the small doorway, onto the quay again. The massive round wall of black stone behind him is no help against the cold sea wind.

He frowns a couple of times, the clod of earth changing shape with each expression. Intricate figures swirl around as the lump gets formed into an intricate picture of an idyllic farm.

“If I had my farm, I wouldn’t have to worry about examinations anymore. Not enough power, fine control is useless, they say. I don’t care though, at least not now.”

The piece of earth transforms into a mug as Valerius frowns deeply, his face suddenly an anxious mask.

“Oh boy, the next examination is in a week, oh boy. They will curse at me again.”

His face returns to an apathetic gaze as the earth stops moving. “Who cares though, no headaches, no master mage. Why would I even want to go through such pain if it doesn’t bring me closer to owning a farm.”

Laughter burst out from behind the robe-clad complainer. A boy and a girl pop from the shadows, arms hung over each other. The girl jumps away quickly and begins scolding with whispered shouts. “Stupid! Stop moving. I can’t take you with me when you move.”

“Haha, come on. This guy is too funny!”

The black-haired girl throws an annoyed glance to the dumbstruck mage and then proceeds to ignore him. “We’re scouting, you remember. You braincore guys have great control over your mind, right? Use it!”

“Hee-hee, this guy casually shows a skill level in controlling energy rivalling Teacher, and he just mopes around. It’s hilarious!” The boy looks rather green though, and the retching sound the lad makes in between gales of stifled giggles confirms Valerius’ suspicion that not all is well with the boy.

Valerius should be getting angry or something. Instead, he secretly agrees with the boy. His situation is all kinds of absurd. They keep squabbling, but the mage decides to use this situation as training. He has found that earth magic works best if he switches from absolutely not giving a shit, to giving a whole lot of shit in short order.

He proceeds to not give a shit about the two interlopers with a fierce determination. His eyes just wander off, exploring the ocean in boredom. He begins to wander around again, walking across the stone protrusions attached to the massive hunk of stone behind him.

Cough “Excuse me!”

His sleeve is grabbed and his attention wanders over the girl. “Could you tell us where the entrance is?”

The smile she beams at him from under her black hair sends his mind spinning for a bit. If only he were twenty years younger… He spends a rather long time gathering his thoughts.

“He must be an earth mage; I don’t think he-”

“I can see he is an earth mage, you idiot. He is wearing a brown robe.”

The two glare at each other, so Valerius decides to speak up for once.

“Dungeon entrance is that way, a quarter around. It’s well defended though…”

His traitorous advice brings him back into the spotlight. The girl sports a thankful smile. “Thanks, I hope you get the chance to be a farmer soon.”

She then drags the giggling boy behind her as she walks into the shadow of a rock pillar. Valerius stands there, watching the spot where they vanished for at least half an hour. He then shrugs and moves on with a dull expression on his face.









Chapter fifteen

[bookmark: _Toc5718756][bookmark: _Toc16934437]Converse 

T he soft twittering of birds pierces into Re-Haan’s consciousness as she crawls of out a deep slumber. She has trouble opening her eyes as she blearily sits up. She feels a cool wind against her bare skin and sniffs the air.

Her nose is overwhelmed with a heavenly aroma. It reminds her of some human cities, they have these buildings with big glass fronts that smell sort of the same. Was it some grain product? She takes another whiff and smells something more earthy with some undertones of roasted meat.

Turning around, she stares at the golden tree towering above her. Her gaze slowly explores the place but gets stuck on the large streams of floating rock, ground and plants that surround the clearing. She didn’t pay a lot of attention to the place previously, but now she notices the large volumes of dirt moving over her head. A few trees surround a colourful collection of buildings. Is that a fat tree with a wooden door?

She moves and immediately notices a rather large wet spot. Her face flushes a bit as memories of a dream come back to her. That was amazing on a whole different level. She must have wanted it pretty bad if she starts dreaming of a certain weird human.

She spins around as she hears some clattering. In the middle of a clearing he stands, his back to her, he is bent over some sort of table. Dark, simple clothes adorn his figure as his arms move around. He straightens back up and throws something her way.

“Drink up Rhea, you lost a lot of fluids.”

Her eye twitches as she sees that stupid human grinning wide. A glass floats closer and Re-Haan suddenly realises that she is indeed very thirsty. She manages to keep glaring at him as she drains the glass, throwing it back with excessive speed.

“Want another one? It feels like we kept going on for a couple of days.”

Anger fights with embarrassment as she can’t decide what to feel. It felt so… beautiful is not the right word… when it happened, but he just ruins the memories by grinning like that. An angry pout on her face, she drains the glass he filled once again.

She stands up, and with a toss of her hair, she walks over to the big Tree.

“Hello, Tree. He told me a lot about you. I’m Re-Haan.” Her touch and smile cause the towering plant to glow brighter as she whispers a greeting. She closes her eyes for a moment, slowly turning around when she is done. A white piece of cloth hangs in the air in front of her.

“Breakfast is ready. I don’t want you to get burned.”

Still not talking to him, she narrows her eyes. A small staring contest later, she shrugs her shoulders and dons the soft, white shirt.


⁂
 

Women in oversized shirts are the best! I finish cooking the bacon and place the crispy slices of Heaven Devouring Pig on the tray. I grin wider at the sexy sight of curves clad in silk and pull a large couch and a single table from my ring. It isn’t my most comfortable couch, but this one fits two.

She saunters over, hips swaying seductively as she licks her lips again. Not quite as sexy when she is drooling and showing so many sharp teeth. I think this morning went very well, all things considered.

My tired psyche must have clung onto her consciousness somehow, searching for some kind of companionship, shelter, or just warmth. I regained clarity of mind when the heavy petting began, and we must have fucked like rabbits for at least a day or two from our perspective. All her injuries were totally healed when I woke up.

The fact that she stank like a badger - and waking up next to her filth covered form - was a major boner killer, but that tends to happen when a solid core cultivation gets shared between two people while they have mind sex. That is the only reasonable explanation that I can come up with. The woman didn’t have a speck of qi in her system when I last checked, and now she has the same cultivation base as me – first-crunch, solid core forming. With a dual-core setup… I make a note to discuss this later.

I carefully washed her, removing all the stinky goop that she expelled through various means, and gave the filth to Tree. He used it as fertilizer for some plants, the massive plant was excited at being able to fulfil the ideal growing conditions for a few more seeds.

Then I had a long think. Mindsex-based cultivation sharing was still the only explanation I could come up with after a long time of theorising. Then I started breakfast.

“How do you feel?”

She stretches a bit as she chews on a strip of bacon. I shove some vegetables her way, but she pretends they’re air.

“Fine, actually.” The reply sounds slightly unbelieving. She moves her arm while grabbing for more bacon.

“No pain?”

Her hair flutters around her ears as she denies the question. “There was a lot of pain suddenly. Then there was… you…”

Naked, an oversized shirt, and a blush. I don’t know how she does it, but she hits all my weak spots with full force.

“What happened… back there…”

More blushing as she looks to the spot of trampled grass we collapsed onto. Her ears are red now, pretty cute.

“You got hit by-”

“I know. Must be an enforcer trio. Typical, no report for a week after a mana disturbance and he sends a kill squad.” She snorts as some odd expression flickers across her face. “What happened in the dream?”

This time, she manages to look me in the eye. She keeps her face straight, but her red flush isn’t fading. I grin as wide as I can.

“You lost a wing and a large chunk from your back. Forcing you into humanoid form did - proportionally - the same amount of damage to every single cell.” At her confused look, I put together a small information packet on cells. I pull a small shard of green jade from my ring and shove the thoughts into the stone before touching it to her forehead. I cup her face as she looks over the information. I kiss her the moment she opens her eyes again. Her eyes flutter for a bit, but she kisses me back and pushes me away a few seconds later.

“That sounds very bad, no? Cells seem useful for staying alive.”

I nod emphatically. “Cells are really useful for staying alive. A lot of qi was needed to keep your body going. I fell asleep while healing your brain cells, I think. This allowed some mental walls to come down and…” I helplessly shrug. “…sort of synced our nervous systems? Not really sure. First time I ever experienced mind to mind communication like that. I need more data to make conclusions.”

She thinks this over as she nibbles on some toast. I smear one with jam and hand it to her, biting into some nice basilico vinaigrette (or at least a close approximation of the wonderful stuff) covered salad. She wipes a bit of the black gold from my cheek with her thumb and tastes it. Her eyes open wide and she steals the bowl from my hands and begins scarfing down the salad.

“I agree, let’s eat first.” I can finally show her the full extent of my cooking skills. The salad, meat, and condiments are all rich in qi and very tasty. We eat in silence for a few minutes, the only sound the soft breeze, chewing noises, and the occasional chirping of birds. Now and then the earth rumbles a bit, but Tree seems to have slowed the reconstruction process down since we awoke. I give it a stealthy thumbs up in thanks, and it rustles its leaves at me in response.

“So, why do I feel so different?” Done eating, Rhea is now slowly moving a hand and fingers around. She looks me in the eyes. “And was the story I heard true? Are you a thousand years old?”

I freeze. My thoughts come crashing to a thunderous halt. I check my face and notice the capillaries constricting.


⁂
 

Re-Haan is incredibly smug at this moment. She finally has something she can take back control of the conversational flow with. She observes his face as the colour drains and his features twitch. It takes him a few seconds to compose himself.

“If you really heard all of it… What was the first thing you heard?”

“You turning your house into a library.”

Covering his face with his hands, he mumbles on. “Absolutely fantastic. It’s going to take a while to recover from this blow…”

He laments a bit longer, afterwards raising his head slowly with a determined expression on his face. “I think we shared my cultivation base. I don’t need to explain qi to you, right?”

She nods, so he continues. “Here is my theory on what happened. Our nervous systems began running in parallel, we both must have been reaching out or at the very least escaping from something. Then my energy ecosystem and yours merged, which equalised the power in-between us.” He holds up a hand and wind starts blowing around it. “I got some of your wind affinity, and you got half of my entire cultivation. We seem to be both in the core-forming stage. Let me check something.”

He walks over and brazenly places a hand on her chest. She is about to protest loudly but the memories of what happened a few hours earlier cause her face to flush as she bears the tantalising touch. She feels power flow into her, similar to her own but slightly different.

“We are both at the first crunch of core forming. We both have a dual-core setup. All four cores are around ten percent of their maximum size. I was at a quarter, so some of that power must have been wasted? Or maybe…”

More power flows into her, but this time it comes with a pink heat. He tries to keep a serious face, but Re-Haan can see the beginning of another grin.

“Five percent must have been used to reinforce your body. You have a late-stage, liquid-realm body cultivator’s worth of passive qi in your body. So more than half must have been used to repair what was left of the cell damage. That left both of us with cores one-tenth of the way to completion.”

The heat is rising from her belly again. Biting her lip, the dragoness thinks over her options. She deliberates carefully for a moment, but then another wave of loaded power flows through her.

“Fuck it,” she growls and jumps the man.


⁂
 

I spin the flying woman in a tackle hug, bleeding off her momentum. My danger detection process put me in full crisis mode just now. She jumped at me with massive force, but I found the optimal way to slow her down by spinning her around a bit.

“First, you need to acclimate to your cultivation base. I never heard of a qi-less being forming a solid core cultivation in the span of hours; you need to get used to your new strength.”

I put her down on her feet and kiss her. It does not feel like we are touching with our brains this time, but her physical reactions are a lot clearer in real life.

“And I know just the way to do it.” I push her down while grinning widely.


⁂
 

Five figures stand on the deck of a battered ship, looking out towards a large and dark shape looming over them.

“A-are you sure that they won’t be able to see us? This is the most secretive and guarded area of all the mage factions, after all. I only know about this place because I overheard some teachers talk about it.” Ares asks with a nervous voice.

“You haven’t seen anything yet, sis.” The carefree smile on Vox’s face does very little to reassure the worried mage.

“We are drifting again, Selis…” Angeta pokes the smaller girl standing next to her in the arm.

“Yeah, yeah, I’ll keep us steady.” Selis closes her eyes and a slow shudder runs through the ship. “There is a strong current here, so I have to keep us still and remove our traces at the same time, it is quite dr-”

“WE’RE BACK BA-Ouch, stop hitting me Tess, I made a sound shield.”

“That doesn’t mean you can start shouting directly next to my ear.”

The sudden intrusion of two shapes jumping from the shadow of the splintered mast catches everyone’s attention. Ket coughs as he rubs his side.

“Our scouting mission went well! I am not going with her next time. She’s no fun. OUCH. Stop that! Also, anyone who thinks of joining her in traversing the shadows better have a steady stomach.”

Tess retracts her fist from the boy’s stomach and faces the group. “There are a couple of thousand mages around the dungeon in total; a few hundred guard the entrance with the rest spread out on the encircling docks and buildings.”

Bord has one of his rare moments where he is visibly thinking of something. “I would have laughed in anyone’s face if they told me I’d be doing this a month ago.”

Ares is the only one who doesn’t get a contemplative look on her face as the others think of their transformed lives. Ket is the first to speak. “Heh, we are planning to sneak through one of the most heavily guarded doorways in this part of the world without any support or fallback plan. But something tells me that Tea… he is in a worse situation at the moment.”

Bord has another of those weird smiles on his face as he replies. “Maybe not worse; probably a lot more dangerous though.”

He receives some odd glances at this but is picking his nose with a dumb look on his face a few seconds later.









Chapter sixteen

[bookmark: _Toc5718757][bookmark: _Toc16934438]Examinations 

I  kick the black, glossy stone. It shatters into sharp fragments, breaking like weak glass. The black stuff is piled up pretty high now, two metres thick at least. I know how to fix a wasp infestation, but I don’t think I can call a dragon exterminator. I don’t think there are mouse traps the size of a house, after all.

First, I would have to develop the phone, invest immense amounts of time, effort, and money in rolling out the… You know what brain? Let’s stop that train of thought right there.

I dash out of the protective bubble and look over the edge of the Tower, seeing a partly charred city. Someone once told me that the true worth of a man is the effect he has on the world. My true worth seems to be random tornadoes and destruction everywhere.

I dash back to the circle just in time to dodge the next blast of lava plopping down on the shield above my head. Red hot molten rock pudding drips down the round shield, splashing everywhere and heaping up on the sides. The new layer starts cooling rapidly, turning black and glossy like the rest.

I start to fiddle around with the still-spinning circle formation. I found out why it started screaming at me, by the way. The qi spewing from the tower got caught and divided into two.

In hindsight, hardcoding these numbers was dumb, but it worked. How could I predict that a trio of angry dragons would start to bombard the shield with such force? The qi inside the shield was enough in the beginning, but the rigid division of storage and containment lacked the flexibility needed to withstand the attacks. The ten percent dedicated to keeping the bubble shield going wasn’t enough to contain the qi and withstand the draconic barrage. It was about to collapse when I reached it.

I’m changing the circle to allow a free flow of qi between storage and shield. The shield was qi-starved while the storage section got too much qi to be contained by the waning shield. Now, a permanent ten percent of the total qi inside the entire structure is used to reinforce the entire structure. Attacking it will only cause some qi to flow to the shields from storage, preventing the near-collapse state from happening again.

I look at the sun while fiddling with the circle some more. I finally admit to myself that I lost track of which day it is. I should feel bad about it, but I just can’t for some reason. Also, for some unknown reason, I am grinning again as I think over the last few days.

I hear a plop behind me, and Rhea appears, who immediately starts nagging. “What do you mean, the Flight was created? Don’t just leave in the middle of a conversation. I don’t know a lot about human etiquette, but finishing what you say before leaving is common courtesy, no?”

“You managed to get through the portal yourself, right? I was guessing you just needed some motivation.” The dragoness - who is still wearing my shirt by the way - blinks a few times as she takes in the lava cooling in a circle around us. A frown flits across her face as she looks up into the sky.

“Your current internal structure is a near-perfect human copy, your dragon structure is a mess.” How can I say with some delicacy? Telling someone to their face that their entire race is some rushed hack job from someone a few planes higher needs a gentle touch. “Your dragon structure looks like a god-level being copied and pasted his favourite animals together.”

She looks at me, blinking some more. “Then that being installed some shoddy transformation switch that runs on external energy.” I shake my head in disapproval. “The first rule of creature design is to keep everything internal. That lock inside your chest pulls energy from somewhere else, I don’t think you can transform inside the pocket dimension. Let’s try that now.”

I ignore the new wave of red-hot lava barrelling towards us accompanied by furious dragon roars. I will take care of those ass hats in a bit. For now, I drag Rhea after me through the portal.


⁂
 

“Please try to transform.”

Rhea looks around the clearing. “I won’t fit in here.”

He smiles back at her. “Just try it, please.”

She frowns but decides to humour his request. She warned him, so when she inevitably steps on a few trees and buildings, it won’t be her fault.

‘Focus girl, just like they taught me. Still of mind, in the chest, release and let go.’ She stands there for a full minute. “Anything happening yet?” The voice shakes her from her concentration. Rhea’s perspective is still close to the ground, the total sensory blackout followed by a tingling sensation she is expecting was nowhere to be felt.

She avoids looking at him, unwilling to add his irritating grin to her list of things annoying her. “Let me try again; I have trouble changing sometimes.”

“Sure, take all the time you need.” The smug tone of the voice almost makes her mad. Don’t imagine the smirk on his face right now. Stillness of heart, woman! She tries again, but nothing happens. The problem could be her mind; she has been feeling a bit off since this morning.

“Hmm, it is as I thought. The organ beneath your heart unlocked, but the energy needed for transforming does not come from within you.” Rhea looks up and sees a disapproving frown on Drew’s face as his hand rubs across her sternum. “The energy request can’t get through the dimensional wall. Before we go outside to try again, do you have anything planned for the annoying trio? They keep attacking my circle even though it is obviously not working. Dragons must not be great problem solvers.”

She narrows her eyes for a bit. Was that a veiled insult? “It’s an enforcer squad. They are the problem solvers among the Flight. And yes, I have to admit that usually, dragons solve problems with brute force. If that doesn’t work, more brute force…”

“So, do you mind if I rough them up a bit?”

“Why would I mind?”

He stares at her for a bit. “Aren’t they technically your family?”

“Yes, what does that have to do with anything?”

“Hmm, very little weight is given to familial ties then. How do you normally deliver reports?”

“Dragons can fly, stupid,” Rhea replies.

“Damn, that means no dragon telephone network I can piggyback of off,” he nods to himself. “Let’s go then.”

And he is gone. Rhea walks over to the Tree where Drew just disappeared and puts her hand on the bark. She closes her eyes and tries to will herself through. She feels the spot of weird space inside the trunk, an infinitely small dot that also feels very massive. She pushes against it, trying to force herself through but some resistance is stopping her.

Frustration at this entire situation starts to bubble up inside of her. She was having a great life, sleeping all the time, occasionally terrorising a kingdom or two. I was maybe a bit lonely, but the ostracization she experienced during her youth accustomed her to the feeling of alienation anyway. More happened in the last few weeks than in the last couple thousand years.

How did she do it just now? She was getting angry at him again, he left just when the conversation got interesting. A vein starts to become visible on her forehead as she thinks of the general situation she is in. She is constantly being played with by that weirdly alluring and infuriating human.

The next moment she is outside. Turning back, she sees the white blur of the formation spinning through her chest. How did she do it this time? She was distracted again and didn’t pay attention to the portal process.

A thud shakes her from her ruminations. She turns and sees a large, red, and scaly body bounce to a halt in the still-cooling lava surrounding the protective sphere. Drew lands on top of the heap of scales and fangs, another grin on his face.

“Hey, wake up you big red doofus.” He slaps the dragon’s head around a bit. Those seemingly weak slaps knock its entire skull to and fro. “Please stop attacking the Tower, or Root, whatever you guys call it. This formation is stopping the entire world from going to shit, so I would appreciate it if you left it alone.”

He kicks the dragon’s chest, a ripple going through the scales. Rhea feels an arm around her waist as large chunks of metal and earth smash into the place he just stood. The red dragon whimpers as some scales crack under the barrage.

“No offence, but you dragons are a nasty lot. You don’t even care about friendly fire.”

Rhea knows the words ‘friendly’ and ‘fire’ but has never heard them used like that before. Possible meanings flit through her mind as she thinks about the phrase. The majority of the possibilities point towards receiving damage from allies, and it fits in this situation.

Rhea freezes. She just came up with a couple of thousand possible answers in under a second. Since when did her mind work that fast? Then she feels the two centres of energy in her chest and head and she understands. It’s all a bit much to take in, but overhearing Drew’s life story gave her a nice primer on cultivation.

“Let me make some room. Then you can try to transform again. Be prepared to stop the process immediately though. I don’t know how that weird energy and qi will mix.”

And he is gone again. Her waist feels a bit cold now. ‘No, focus girl. Stop pining over him like a forgotten harem member who hasn’t spawned an egg in centuries.’ She slaps her face and looks up just in time to see the red dragon go flying, a big dent in its side.

He is looking at the flying dragon, tumbling through the air while dusting his hands. “That should give us some time. I’ll take care of them later. Rhea, try it now.”

He waves a hand and the protective dome expands. The black rock stuck to the Tower splinters into dust as the invisible forcefield forcefully enlarges to cover the entire plateau on top of the dungeon.

Rhea closes her eyes, already getting used to the weird spectacles that seem to surround him. She clears her mind and opens her chest. She feels a small trickle of energy pouring into her body, and she falls on her face.

That would’ve happened, were it not for the groping hands guiding her to the floor. She wants to scold him for taking liberties again, but not a sound comes from her mouth. Instead, she coughs up some white glowing slime.

“Whoops, this is worse than I thought. Let’s first close that nasty piece of shit.” Rhea feels the flow of energy cut off suddenly as a painful jolt goes through her chest. More glowing white goo dribbles from her mouth as she is laid on her side.

“There, there, don’t worry about the fact that all your internal organs have liquified. Just don’t breathe or cough too much. You are lucky that qi is keeping you alive right now. Cores stay in position regardless of liquefaction, interesting.”

Panic starts to bubble up as more bright white slime runs out of her nostrils. A faint feeling of something spreads through her chest as if an extremely fine layer of water is seeping through her body.

“Hmm, this seems like a side-grade of qi? Not true divine energy, more like a cheap knockoff. Let’s see, it’s programmed to… hmm… liquify? That’s it? Hmm, is this a multi-phase design? Shit, then I just stopped it halfway into its sequence. Let’s open it up again.”

Panic starts to set in as Rhea begins to suffocate. Breathing does nothing, coughing does nothing; it is like her entire chest is just filled with goop now. This time she does not feel another painful jolt, but she does feel the energy beginning to flow again.

“Okay, liquefy is stage one. What is the condition for advancing to stage two? Let’s fake it, pull liquefied matter into a ball, and separate from… Let’s not do that. A dragon’s internal organs will not fit inside her humanoid chest. Forcefully revert it? It came from… up? Yeah, must be planetoid-based transfer stations or satellites.”

Just as her consciousness starts to fade, the feeling reverts. Her lungs come back to her and she takes a deep breath. She feels the slime on her face retract back into her mouth and down her throat. Sitting up wildly, she takes big gulps of air.

“Found the directional bit! Who uses a true binary sign bit in such a manner?” Drew sounds actually mad now.

Rhea coughs some more as all the slime retreats down her throat. “What in all the hells was that? I didn’t understand half the words you said, you madman!”

Dodging a punch, Drew explains. “Someone messed with this world. The mana balance is out of whack and there is a shoddily engineered race of magical dragons guarding the mana generators.”

Rhea freezes. The Roots do indeed provide mana to this world, but it should not be visible. She overheard her uncle talking about it once. The Roots pump mana into the earth where it naturally disseminates.

“The lock in your chest is just an energy receptacle. It liquefies your current form and allows you to be rather clumsily reshaped into an alternate form. It’s like someone got super powerful and decided to build an entire race from loose parts, even though they still only knew how to build with sticks and mud.”

His explanations are not really helping, she concludes. He has said a lot but not a lot she understands.

“This entire planet feels like a fresh ascender’s pet project that got abandoned after a couple of thousand years. Do dragons keep history?”

Finally, a question she understands. “Yes, my uncle gathered some records. He told me that dragons appeared around a hundred thousand years ago.”

He nods while rubbing his chin. “This planet is pretty young, the oldest mountain I have seen is not even a dozen million years old. They are still way too jagged.”

He is looking up to the dragons now, still muttering to himself. The red dragon is slowly rising as he favours a single wing. The punch that knocked him off the Tower must have hurt. Rhea unconsciously rubs her own side. The brown and grey dragons are still high up in the air, keeping out of reach.

“I’ve got déjà vu.”

With a tired expression, Re-Haan faces him. “What’s déjà vu?”

“The feeling like you have done this before.”

She backs away in suspicion. “What have you done before?”

“Throwing cute things at dragons. Don’t worry, this will be good exercise for you.”

Alarm bells go off in her mind - that grin means trouble. Her clumsy attempt at escaping does nothing. She feels arms wrap around her and then she is flying, straight towards the dragon duo high overhead.









Chapter seventeen

[bookmark: _Toc5718758][bookmark: _Toc16934439]Assault 

“E veryone knows what to do?”

Ket sees nods all around, with just one exception. The outlier, Ares, is softly talking to Vox. “You guys are crazy. Any kingdom would be wiped out if they did this. Please don’t do this.”

“First Selis and Bord, then Angy, and me. Vox, take your shots at random. Ares, do nothing. You are kind of useless here.”

Silenced by that harsh judgement, the girl wilts and sits down on the splintered deck.

A massive stone sphere looms over the ship. Rough buildings and jetties stick out haphazardly, all kinds of boats moored here and there as robe clad figures of all colours putter around. A cluster of higher buildings appears every few hundred metres or so.

The ship lies still before the biggest cluster of buildings on the structure, a dark entrance at water level going deep inside. A shimmering field flowing over the vessel hides it from sight as the group of disciples plans their strategies.

Selis is softly rubbing Lola’s back. “I’ll keep her with me.” She holds up the rabbit and looks her in the eyes. “Don’t move when Tess brings us along, kay?”

“Angy, have you secured the hold yet?”

Angeta looks angry at Ket. “Our mounts are safe, stop asking. All the bowls are secured too.”

“So, everyone knows what to do?” Ket waits until they all nod their assent once again, including Ares. “Then let’s go!”


⁂
 

Tonn Vink is still. He is still of body and still of heart. That is the way his magic works, after all. Ever since the headaches, he is a lot more content. It used to take him such effort, keeping his mind clear. Now it is clear by default.

He sits on top of the arched entranceway into the most guarded secret of the mage factions, the mana dungeon entrance. The entire mage economy is built around the thing, none of the grand workings or formations will hold out without a steady supply of the hard-won crystals. He takes another sip of his gold-rimmed cup, completely content as he silently enjoys the last rays of the setting sun.

A group of mages shuffles along the walkway just beneath his seat, returning from their daily dungeon duty. The dungeon provides, and the mages exploit the endless source of mana crystals with fervour. Another mage standing by his side makes a note on a piece of paper and walks through a doorway. The daily quotas have been met so the stranglehold the magical factions have on the continent can continue another day.

So, when a massive dragon made of water rises up from the sea, he has to put some effort in to feel surprised. He sits there, the honour guard of the mana source, a nice comfortable chair and as many fawning mages as he could ever want. If he knew that this position would come with a water dragon staring him in the eyes, he might have changed his mind.

It even starts to roar! The transparent beast shakes as a massive sound reverberates through his chest. The sound is of such volume that the beast itself… starts to shake and collapse? The clear dragon starts foaming as it loses its shape.

Tonn opens his eyes a fraction wider. For him, this is the same as gaping with his mouth open. Soon, the dragon is nothing but a frothing puddle in the sea.

Absolute silence reigns as everyone regains their baring. A lot of mages secretly hide wet patches on their robes while standing back up. Faint voices travel over the sound of waves lapping against the quay.

“You idiot, don’t shout so hard!”

“You wanted me to roar.”

“Yeah, but not hard enough to make me lose control of the water, you fat dumbass! That was half of my qi in there!”

A shrill female voice starts to argue with a young male voice. Tonn casts his eyes around but sees nothing amiss. His eyes glide over a patch of sea right in front of the entrance without focus, but the mage does not react.

Tonn feels something slimy against his calf, so he looks down. He does not expect the wet, green piece of seaweed that is wrapping itself around his feet at all. A single thought combined with a hand motion causes shards of stone to fly from the floor, shredding the intruding plant.

He looks around and sees the same happening to all the other mages. Just when he is about to say something, the plants all give a simultaneous pull, launching half of the mages on guard into the sea.

“That’s how you do it!”

This time a gruff female voice glides across the water. Just when it dawns on the mage that they might be under attack, a metal ball knocks against his head.


⁂
 

Splashing sounds everywhere, Ket gives a signal. Tess is holding a rather pale Ares as she sinks into the shadows. “Distract them.”

Angeta becomes covered by a green sheen as she waves her hands about. The surging strands of seaweed entangle more mages, but most of them manage to avoid the barrage of aquatic plant life. Fireballs, leaves with razor-sharp edges, jets of air, and rock fragments start to litter the sea as the mages start reacting.

The boat positioned a couple of dozen metres in front of the dark ornamental entrance gets hit a few times. Bord slaps at the air, shattering a beam of darkness. Selis darts away, avoiding a thin stream of fire as she lands and dances across the water with pounding steps. The stub of mast gets further abused as a blast of high-speed brown dust shatters the last standing splinters.

Tess pops back up on deck, pulling Angeta with her this time. Bord breathes in deeply as his chest rounds even further. A powerful exhale causes a gust of wind to scatter some of the random attacks.

Both the suddenly appearing Selis and the gust of wind causes some mages to point towards the source of both. The barrage starts to intensify as the mages see their projectiles vanish into thin air. Metal balls whizz back and forth, knocking robed figures unconscious at a rapid pace.

Another flash of black and Tess is back. “Sel, come back on deck.”

After that shout, she pulls Vox - who was hiding behind the ship’s balustrade - with her. Bord moves faster than a normal human eye can follow, blonde hair fluttering as he blocks bolts of lightning streaking towards Ket. The black-haired boy gives a short nod of thanks. He waves his hands through the air, directing the metal projectiles as they wreak havoc among the mages on the pier.


⁂
 

Tonn wakes with a start, the cacophony of sounds around him loud enough to wake the dead. He’s still in his comfortable chair, a throbbing lump on his forehead. He sees the few mages still left conscious around him casting a myriad of techniques into the sea. Following these mana arts with his eyes, he sees them disappear into a patch of sea no different from the rest.

That is what it looks like at first, but narrowing his eyes, it’s like there is a shape there. He looks at it via the corner of his eye, and he sees a dark form bobbing on the waves. Looking directly at it causes his eyes to scream ‘Normal sea, nothing suspicious here.’

A flash of spray catches his attention, and he barely sees a short, blue-haired figure flit into the ‘normal sea’ zone. He coughs a single time. The rock around him moves in a ripple in response to his cough, countless stone shards separating from the dark floor. A single wave of his hand and a single change of expression later those stone shards jump towards the suspicious spot.

A sudden boom of wind coming from the invisible zone scatters a large amount of the projectiles. Tonn’s hair gets ruffles from the strong gust of wind as a metal ingot coming from a tricky angle knocks him unconscious again.


⁂
 

“That punch took a lot. We got to go.”

“Nearly got them all,” Ket replies through gritted teeth.

Bord looks back to the mess of dark stone buildings surrounding the dark entranceway. He sways on his feet, seemingly unsteady, but Ket just saw him pour all that motion into a focused punch. It seemed to crack the air as the wind blast shattered the incoming hail of stone shards.

Another dark flash and a tired looking Tess appears.

“Take Ket.”

“One sec.” Ket starts waving his hands around and a storm of metal objects flies towards him. He holds up his ring bearing hand and the stream of projectiles disappear on contact. “Done.”

Tess nods and pulls Ket into a shadow. Bord jumps upwards, rocking the boat, as he spins around. His foot kicks out, turning all the rotational force into a single direction. The last mages immediately change their aim, the round shape of Bord clearly visible in the last rays of the evening sun.

A lighting mage must have been saving his power for this opportunity as a large streak of thunder hits the fatty. He spins away wildly as the bright beam hits his shoulder. More projectiles come towards him, but he uses his spinning to launch a sweeping kick, shattering the brunt of the attack.

Bord lands and the mages lose him as he enters the stealth field of the ship once again. His fat figure starts bouncing around the deck as he dodges the last few elemental spells. He jumps towards the dark shape of Tess appearing behind the mast and fades into the shadows. Spells continue pelting the deck for a long time after it has been abandoned. A small formation of grey qi on the steering mast causes it to drift away slowly.


⁂
 

“I still don’t see…” Tess takes deep gulps of air as she regains her breath. “…why all that was necessary.”

Seven shapes are gathered inside a stone room. The only light comes from the end of a long tunnel. At the end of the tunnel are two doorways, swirling dark mist visible in one, stairs leading down in the other.

“This entire tunnel is one large death-trap. We had to wait for nightfall because nobody is crazy enough to dungeon delve at night.” Ket grins widely again. “Except for us. We had to distract the mages enough to prevent them from activating the countermeasures. They can flood the tunnel and dungeon entrance with all sorts of nasty stuff. There are too many redundant mechanisms for me to safely disarm them all.”

Tess has dark circles under her eyes. “Well, I am not taking so many people with me in this short of a timespan again. I feel like I’m dying.”

Selis is slapping Bord on the arm as she gets ignored. She is using her other hand to scratch a shoulder-mounted rabbit under the chin. “That dragon took me a lot of effort and qi to create. Why did you shout so hard?”

Vox is pestering Angeta. “That seaweed trick was genius! Did you create those plants or did you pull them up fro-”

The pumped-up atmosphere is rudely interrupted by retching sounds. More sloshing and wet squelching noises follow as Ares empties her stomach. Vox is by her side the next second, pinpricks of light flashing over both their figures.

“Sis, what’s wrong?”

“Ubuuuugh HURK” Another stream of vomit comes from her mouth followed by many dry heaves.

“Healing is not working, what’s wrong with her?” The pinpricks of light grow in intensity as Vox holds Ares up.

Then an alarm and a loud voice echo between the stone walls. “ALARM, THEY WERE AFTER THE MANA MINE!”

Mechanical sounds are suddenly everywhere.

“Shit, we got to enter the dungeon.” Ket’s panicked tone causes them all to barrel towards the stairs. Vox hauls his sister over his shoulder as Bord pulls a half sleeping Tess along.

Arrows barely miss the descending figure of Bord and Tess as green mist pours from the walls. Blades extend from the narrow slits, making the dungeon entrance and preceding tunnel into a death-trap.

“Don’t breathe in, there is poison behind us.”

The group stumbles to a halt at the end of the stairs.

“Don’t stop yet, get away from the entrance!” Ket’s second comment causes the group to keep moving. Green trails of liquid trickle down the stairs as blades and arrows clatter down the steps. Colourful trails make their way into the first dungeon floor as the group runs through the first tunnel.


⁂
 

She just left! I hopelessly stare at the three dots that are growing smaller. This scenario was not inside my calculations. But then again, this always happens. My mind is still too busy with, ahum, processing the memories after such encounters that I tend to forget the big picture.

Looking back, throwing her at her kin might have been a bad idea. It worked with Lola though… But that was a rabbit and a dragon, not a dragon and a dragon. It seemed such a great idea moments before I did it.

She rotated in the air with the agility of a clumsy cat, landed on the brown dragon and clung to his scales. I sensed a dense wave of qi explode from her and wrap around the trio of dragons. I make a note to teach her the finer points of qi control, if I ever see her again, that is. If she starts giving that mass of qi mental commands… Let’s just say that brainwashing would seem like a petty trick in comparison. 

Now be strong, don’t let her see me…

I give in and form the air in front of my face into a lens. Her half-naked figure appears, riding the earth dragon, shirt fluttering in the wind. Why is she sitting backwards, though? Ah, she is looking my way.

So, we stare at each other as she flies away. Typical, I need to go that way too, but now it looks like I’m going to follow her. So, I just look at her as she flies off.

An alarm goes off in my mind, a predictive process concerning my disciples. Potential casualty? Time limit? Three days until guaranteed lethal. Did those idiot disciples forget to expunge qi from food given to Ares? Vox might be pissed if I let his sister die.

With a deep sigh, I wave a single time to the disappearing dots and jump of the Tower. Focussing on my core, I feel a slight pull straight north. Rhea went north-east. I don’t like destiny and fate, so let’s not leave it up to them.

Her braincore should be kicking in over the coming week. The mind is a fragile yet sturdy thing, a sudden influx of qi like she just received takes some time to settle in. She has a heartcore and a braincore, so she should be extremely well coordinated. She was tripping over herself quite a bit just now. It seems like the supernatural coordination that comes with a heartcore also needs some time to kick in.

I don’t really know how to feel about this entire thing. I just lost over half of my power and she just gained the strength of a hundred humans. I consider going after her for a bit while trying to get some perspective over the past few days.

She had obviously never done something like that before, and my new cultivation was also still wet behind the ears. No way in hell could something like this ever have happened if that wasn’t the case with both of us. We basically both had to be virgins in order for such a connection to form. And she has a rather shoddily put-together but powerful body.

There were some precedents though. Dao companions always converge their power bases. It will become less effective with each new pairing, but the power difference between two parties does even out during sex. It’s just that… why would a mighty expert ever allow half of his power base to be stolen? Why indeed.

I pull a piece of jade from my ring and fill it with braincore cultivation basics. Her mind will adapt to her new power base over the coming weeks, so she will end up crazy in a month or two. Let’s not risk it.

A thin metal chain appears in my hand and I sink it into the green stone with some atom manipulation. I implant a near-infinite small circle too. While falling, I cock my arms back and release. The boom caused by the qi structure guiding it should draw some attention, so I cover myself in a stealth field.

I fall down the tower once again, moving my body to skydive perfectly north. I gather all the rosy feelings I had going on over the last few days and pack them away safely.

There.

All better.

I’m totally fine.

Let’s go exploring again!









Chapter eighteen

[bookmark: _Toc5718759][bookmark: _Toc16934440]Autonomy 

F inally, some peace.

Sitting on Fe-Taak, an earth dragon much, much older than herself, Re-Haan breathes in slowly. The last few weeks were just too much. Thinking back on her behaviour, she barely recognises herself. The cold wind calms her down as she follows the turbulence trails and swirls of wind rushing by with her eyes.

SMACK

Ow, what? A green stone with a metal chain drops in her lap. How did this get there? A few hundred possibilities flit through her mind this time. She sees a small, black dot falling from the tower. Then her sight just loses him. Another one of his tricks.

She takes another deep breath. These last few days were way too much. At this point, she just wants to curl up in a cave and sleep a few centuries. Why did he get to her like that? Dragons are badly made, he said. Someone has had his fingers in the very makeup of her being.

Re-Haan’s hand finds the green stone and she takes a closer look. It’s just a stone. Thinking back to his story, she should put it on her forehead? Yeah, he did that earlier with the cell knowledge. Re-Haan finds it odd that this simple solution to her question took her some time to think of.

A diagram appears in front of her mind’s eye. Start here, then read this and some optional parts. She takes a look at the data and finds the basics of cultivation with a braincore. Her face gains a wry cast as she looks at the stone. She already knows most of this. He told her himself. Thinking back, the amount of information indicates he must have talked for a very long time.

Re-Haan tried to make compartments in her mind already, but thinking got really difficult and sluggish when she did that. She tries it again while clinging to the warm scales beneath her, and finds her mind is a little less slow this time. She releases the process and her thoughts speed back up.

She drops the chain around her neck, pulling the simple piece of jewellery beneath her loose-fitting shirt. She looks down on herself and realises she will need to get some proper clothes. She usually just transforms a thin layer of her skin into some simple armour. Re-Haan decides to not experiment with her broken transformation skills just yet. That feeling of drowning in her own… melted organs was horrible. And he didn’t seem to care.

That’s another reason why Re-Haan decided to flee. Selective caring. Re-Haan doesn’t really care about anything. She’ll just go to sleep when something is bothering her, waking up right as rain a couple decennia later. He doesn’t seem capable of that. If he does care, he’s great at hiding it.

There is just an intense focus on whatever shiny thing catches his eye. Maybe she is judging him too harshly. Then again, maybe he shouldn’t mess with her mind and body like that.

Phah, dragons are created. Next thing he will claim that she has some form of inbuilt drive to find the strongest mate possible. Like she is ever going to believe that.

It’s fine though, she’ll just get more powerful. He was looking for large sources of mana, she recalls. Flight Mountain has heaps and heaps of mana crystals. Re-Haan makes a fist and feels the power inside her body. She never really liked her human form all that much, but now it seems she’ll be stuck like this for a while.

Hah, Re-Haan wishes she was young still. She’s a couple of thousand years old, as far as she knows, but she does feel older sometimes. The vigour of her youth sapped away by years of boredom and napping among other sleeping dragons.

‘YOU SHALL LAND THERE!’

A shudder runs through all three dragons as she mentally shouts at her qi that surrounds them. It’s weird and funny how similar to mana control working with qi is. It is also totally different though. Re-Haan can’t quite explain it.

She holds onto the spikes jutting from her ride as they descend towards a field of grass. A village is nearby. She will dump the shirt there and get some new clothes.

She bends sideways in order to get a better look at the ground. The spike she was holding onto snaps in half and the dragon beneath her butt rumbles in pain. Looking at the brown shard, she notices that she ripped it free by accident. Fe-Taak could fall from the sky onto solid rock, and his scales would not snap like this. They might crack and he would not survive it, but such a clean separation needs immense force.

Re-Haan drops the shard and stares in the direction of Flight Mountain, clenching her fists and grinding the scale to powder.


⁂
 

“So, this is qi poisoning?”

“Seems like it. How did Teach form our cores?”

“He slapped us, right? He punched Ket in the stomach.”

“Me on the top of my head.”

“No-one ever asked him why or how?”

“Nope.”

“No.”

“Ooouuugggghhhhhhhhrrrrr.”

Ares feels like she is dying. Her stomach is turning, her skin is reversing, and her brain is melting. She can only slowly flail about as she feels her body turning inside out. She pulls a clump of grass from the ground as she rolls around, clutching her stomach.

The girl has had a pretty laid-back life so far. She was raised as a noble, with the sudden disappearance of her brother as the only major negative point, living a life of relative luxury. She got tested and her light affinity came to light. Light mages are the healers and medics of the mage factions. They never fight, they only get shipped around as rich people pay out of the ass for treatment.

Losing total control of her life - thanks to meeting her brother again - and being inducted into this weird group of weirdos, is not something that she experienced before. So, she is getting angry. Really angry. She wants to curse but can only vomit and dry heave, further angering her.

“Lots of plants around; this is a weird dungeon. There is nothing in this massive room, only some lights on the ceiling.”

“Yeah, I feel really comfortable here. Lots of nature mana around.”

“Comfortable, why do I feel like I should be angry then?”

“I’m just feeling thankful…”

“Wait a minute, those are the emotions linked to nature mana, right? This must be the nature or wood floor? Maybe other floors have other affinities?”

“Can you guys please focus on helping my sister? I just gave her some rations to eat when she was hungry but forgot that qi is bad for untrained people. I’m sorry, sis.”

Suddenly, the retching girl is filled with compassion and love for her brother. She feels gratitude at the care he showed her. Then anger floods her again as she realizes that her current state is his FUCKING FAULT, THE ASSHOLE.

And just when she is getting distracted from the roiling pit that is her stomach, she somehow manages to vomit up even more biting bile.

“Te… You know what, she’s in just as deep as us right now, no need to hide things anymore, right? So, Teach formed our cores for us, how do other people form qi cores?”

“He punched me in the gut and I have a braincore, location is not important.”

“Let’s try punching her with some qi loaded strikes?”

“You are not punching my sister for fun.”

Ares is too wrapped up in her tumultuous emotions to really pay attention to the conversation happening around her. All her attention is concentrated on laying down in a fresh patch of grass. She manages to squeeze out the presence of mind to not roll around in her own puke, at the least.

“Let me try something.”

“Ket, you are not punching my sister!”

“No, no, I have a few theories on how to form a core. Let me try it.”

“No Ket, you are also not groping my sister. Tell me what you want to try, and I will do it.”

“Tsk.”

Tess glares daggers at the black-haired boy. “So, you really wanted to touch her? What’s wrong with you?! Come on Angeta, beat him up, we girls have to stick together!”

Honestly, at this point, Ares is fine with anything. Just please make this feeling stop. “Vox, please h-” Her plea gets cut off as she vomits again.

“Ket, tell me what you plan on doing, she is not looking good and getting worse.”

“Simple, move a ball of qi through the three locations.”

“That’s it?”

“Yes, see what sticks and release control of your qi if the place feels right. That’s all I can come up with.”

“Kay, I will try.”

Ares feels a hand on her stomach. She cracks open an eye with much effort and sees her brother staring at her with concern in his eyes. Compassion floods her again, barely winning out over anger.

“All the hells, I feel her organs failing.”

“What?”

“What do you mean?”

“She is slowly shutting down. It’ll get really bad in a day, I think. Please shut up, let me concentrate.”

Ares feels a ball of… something moving inside her body. Her nausea fades a bit. Then, the ball moves up inside her chest and she faints.


⁂
 

“Is she dead?”

“Shut up Selis.” Vox’s terse reply causes the blue-haired girl to snap her mouth shut. She then furrows her brow and seems to be getting more and more angry in response to the terse reply. Then she looks around and suppresses the rising anger with obvious effort.

“Not the gut, not the heart, not the brain. I don’t know…”

“Try flooding her with your own qi, maybe you can suppress the rampant qi that way?”

Vox closes his eyes in reply to Ket’s question. Light floods the unconscious figure as Vox slumps his shoulders a bit. “It stopped her organs from breaking down, at least. She vomited up her stomach lining there and there.” He points to the latest two places of dirty grass. Small flecks of pink can be seen in the yellow bile.

“Damn, that must suck. So, what’s up with this dungeon?” Angeta asks while tapping her foot.

As if in response, Bord kicks the ground and shoots off. His spinning flight stops when a figure appears under his foot. The shape formed from leaves that suddenly appeared explodes into a storm of shredded greenery.

Only Vox is not looking at the majestic scene of Bord being showered by green confetti.

“What was that? I felt a mana fluctuation just before you kicked it.”

Bord shrugs at the beast woman’s question. “It felt slightly dangerous, so I kicked it.” His finger slowly reaches for his nose again but gets interrupted as a glowing green shard falls into his blonde hair. Fat fingers pluck the object from his head as he studies it.

“Look at the ceiling, the crystal dimmed when Bord destroyed the… nature golem? Plant monster?”

Everyone gazes up at the ceiling just in time to see two of the lights dim from blinding to just bright. “Vox, you are on healing and support. I will guard you two. The rest, do as you like. No uncontrolled external qi usage, I don’t think Teach would like it if we caused this dungeon to explode.”

Angeta grins as she cracks her knuckles. “Finally, some fighting without all this stupid holding back!”

Just when she is about to turn around to punch some plant monsters, Tess appears from her shadow, two green crystals in her hands. “They are even weaker than those dog things from the Tower’s first level. Ket, are these useful for Teach?”

Ket catches the two shards and studies them. He flicks a hand sideways, a metal ball piercing through a suddenly appearing leaf monster. He crooks his finger and the metal ball hits the crystal falling from the ceiling. It explodes into green dust upon contact. “Oops, they seem quite fragile. I think that we can start producing quantitative amounts of qi with these.”

He holds the crystal up to his nose and breathes in. “Going to need more mana types though, single mana type conversion gives very little qi.”

“Yeah, whatever. We just have to beat up these plant things, right?”

“Yes Angeta, we just have to beat up these plant things…” A tired expression flickers across Ket’s face as he answers the pumped up beastkin. “Why are you not feeling angry, though?”

“Why do I need to be angry if there is so much anger in the air?”

Ket seems about to reply but just shrugs his shoulders. His own face sports a grin as he rubs his spatial ring. A stream of metal objects, varying from ball to ingots to swords, start spinning around him. “Vox, heal as needed but focus on keeping the wild qi in Ares suppressed. Let’s kick this dungeon’s ass. We got to level forty last time, let’s see how far we can go!”

Eight ceiling lights dim and eight plant golems appear as the group - except for the sibling duo - all smile with the same wild grin.









Chapter nineteen

[bookmark: _Toc5718760][bookmark: _Toc16934441]Ambitions 

I ‘ve kept my qi as neutral as possible. I’d be easy prey for a water cultivator had I specialised in fire. Controlling lightning is useless if your opponent has a metal-based cultivation method. I have to admit though; this wind affinity is something else. It feels like my qi is still the same qi, as neutral as possible, but my entire being is in contact with the wind.

I could have caught up with Rhea easily now that the wind obeys my mental commands without a need for qi. I can save a lot of power by telling the wind to part before me. And still, I let her go. I am sure she has her reasons, and it gives me some time to prepare, so it works out for me. Also, how can I follow my own path of freedom if I start restricting the paths other people follow? The least I can do when I do impose restrictions - like my no killing rule - is to explain the reasons and motivations.

The jade necklace contains a whole suite of spying features along with the cultivation information, so I keep track of her wherever she goes anyway. I also included the little information I deduced about the switching process; I’m curious whether or not she can control the entire thing with sufficient data. She should be able to manually control the entire liquefaction and reforming process using qi.

She just landed a distance away and dumped my shirt in the woods and is now wearing some commoner’s garb. I will go and pick up the shirt in a bit, it is a pretty nice shirt, no need to let it become some animal’s chew toy.

I mean, it is Heaven Spun Rising Sun Cotton. It contains a little bit of passive qi, so it will take a couple of million years for this planet’s ecosystem to destroy it. And it’s really comfortable. Waste not, want not.

Back to the wind affinity, it is pretty neat. I managed to land from my Tower jump without using qi except for my stealth field. It feels like something I have read about, divine will. Ascended personages who came back to the cultivation world for whatever reason had the ability to influence the world with the power of their mind alone. No need for qi, augur, divine energies, ordinary will or what have you. Just a heavenly will so powerful that the world obeys.

The air swirling around my body obeys me without any need for qi. I can slow down my fall and speed up my flight with my mind alone. It’s not much yet, but it helps. I don’t need to fight air resistance as hard as I used to, making moving around a lot more economical.

All in all, I’m quite happy with this outcome. I don’t know if the affinity is tied to my body, soul, or mind, but the price of half my cultivation base was quite cheap, in my opinion.

I see three dragons fly off into the distance. They soar north-east, confirming my suspicion that the dragon’s home base is beyond the mage isles, in the forbidden waters. Kicking the ground, I command the air to split before me. Some leaves get caught in my wake as I burst from the thicket I was hiding in.

I make a pre-set for my scanning process, and it gives me a result nearly instantaneously. A small amount of passive qi is located a few hundred metres from a small village. I approach the place and see a neatly folded shirt laying on a tree stump. I pick it up and sniff it. Smells pretty good. Storing it in my ring, I move on.

My next goal is the Capital. Curiosity about that place finally won out, and a small detour is a price I am willing to pay to satisfy that itch. I check the predictive part of the process keeping tabs on my students. Ares has a small chance of dying at the moment. It will reach fifty percent in a day or three. Sowing animosity with Vox is not on my to do list, let’s not let his sister die for nothing. They should be able to suppress the rampaging qi for a few days, right?

Ares will need to start cultivating on her own. Core forming is a process I never truly understood. I only know that some steps need to be taken in order to increase the probability of forming a core. It’s a delicate balance of forcing and guiding qi to the possible locations, letting some of the power free to settle in, and waiting for the qi to snap into place. My disciples might attempt this, but I formed their cores for them when they were still blind to qi, no chance of them knowing how it’s done.

I start running, supporting each step with air cushions. My quality of life has greatly increased compared to my time in the cultivation world. Instead of running through long lists of muscle stimulations to execute movement techniques, I can leave that to my heartcore. Instead of forcefully ramming through the air, I can now slip between the currents. I had not learned new things for a long time, but each day in this new world allows me to gather new knowledge.

Maybe I should take things a bit more seriously once again? There is still that building full of frozen slaves in Tree. I have a group of disciples. I actually like Rhea. And if I am totally honest, I could leave it all behind. I would feel shitty for a few centuries, but what is time to someone effectively immortal? This entire planet could vanish, and my biggest concern would be my own boredom, stuck in the void of space.

That is not an aspect of myself that I like. So maybe I should start investing and building something once again.

I used to build and gather all sorts of things. I stopped once it was apparent that every high-level foundation cultivator in a couple of thousand-kilometre radius could peek inside my storage spaces and just take whatever they liked. And they did. Everyone was free game unless they were under the protection of a powerful sect or figure. Everything I made or wrote that wasn’t something standard got stolen by force.

That habit became so ingrained that I never got into crafting interesting stuff anymore. Not even by the time I was powerful enough to defend myself. I kept tinkering, of course, but the truly interesting items and weapons only got made inside my mind.

Ascension-level old monsters were even worse, privacy near a sect was non-existent. I took me a long time to learn this fact. But I’m not there anymore. Here there are no ancient powers desperate enough to keep their leading positions through genocide, or so I hope.

So, let’s make some actual plans. I will reach the Capital in a few hours; I have some time. First, I should solidify my own power base. Helping others from a position of personal weakness will not be beneficial to either party. First, fix your own life before trying to fix others. So, I need a volcano. I think I know where I can find one.

Setting up a qi cycle will start generating power inside Tree. This will supplement the exponential need for qi at higher cultivation levels. All the qi currently inside Tree is not enough to form a single foundation level entity. Having a source of qi that can keep up with our rising energy needs is a base-level necessity.

In the past, I ran scenarios and researched this possibility a lot. I never did it because it would get snatched by some sect elder within seconds unless I stayed deep in the wilderness, where high-level monsters were abundant.

Any form of dimensional space item big enough to live in was worth an entire major sect. They would only use it for space and prestige though. Generating qi is not that useful when the planet is bombarded with shitloads of qi from the sun.

The contrast between the ice-cold mountain and the molten heat of the volcano will produce friction. The ice-influenced qi and the fire qi will clash, generating a bit more power in the process. That is my theory, at least. I have no scientific explanation of why this happens. It is just potential energy that reacts with itself in a slightly different phase. I tried pretty hard to find answers for this weird phenomenon. I have found none.

Then I should set up a proper knowledge net. I’ve had the idea for a while now; I want to compact all that I know into a Wikipedia style format and allow others to add to it when they discover new information, make a version of the internet based on all my knowledge. Maybe use a massive slab of jade with a read-write permission controller? That way, I can cultivate my path of asking why and new knowledge without lifting a finger!

Genius, I am truly a genius! That way I don’t have to think so much anymore and can let others do it for me. Maybe add on a quest system that is fuelled by some sort of spy system. Maybe throw a few satellites up through the atmosphere to scan the entire planet? I’ll have the brain capacity to support that kind of stuff when I reach foundation level.

Give every single person, weak or strong, the ability to gain enough power to defend themselves? Maybe find out what happens when a medieval, cruel society suddenly gets some overpowered rule enforcers around? I stop my evil plotting and cease planning to take over the world because I can see the Capital.

This heartcore is really fucking awesome! I could think while running. Normally, I’d have my brain full of speedy muscle control, balancing calculations and structural scans. Now I only need to scan how much force the ground under my feet can handle.

I do a few flips and twirls around on my tippy toes. I don’t need to go into slow motion anymore! These movements used to take so many calculations that I would need to speed up time for myself. Now I only think of the movement, and it just happens!

Alright, enough gloating about my heartcore.

The Capital has wall thirty metres high, like all the other cities. It looks fake to me because it seems too perfectly round and straight. Like a cheap rendered model photoshopped on a field of grass.

It does smell real. My nose crinkles as the smells of a large city wash over me. Luckily, it’s not as bad as some mortal cities back in the cultivation world. Some places had massive amounts of animals inside the city. I dim the signal coming from my nose and keep running.

I jump, reinforcing the ground to withstand the force, and look over the sprawling metropolis. My best guess is that four hundred thousand people live here. Smoke trickles from some chimneys, most of them located on the east side. There is no way that this is possible, right?

There are a lot of carts on the road, and I see most of them carry foodstuffs, but this massive size is hardly plausible without modern technology providing and transporting enough food. I smell a secret here.

I land and jump even higher. The ground in a ten-metre circle around me caves in as I worm my way through the air with excessive speed. My face deforms, and my lips flap about. Bwuwuwuwuwuwuwwuuuuuuuuuuu.

Haha, that is fun. I cough and look at the city. A big castle is located near the coast, in the shape of a massive, square doughnut. Why is it shaped like a stone ring? Castles are hardly ever ring-shaped. Not without a good reason.

I decide that my curiosity is more important than maintaining absolute stealth. I start weaving a small ball of qi. Done with that, I start forming qi constructs around my legs, hips, and back. I send a stream of qi forwards into the path of my next jump. Halfway to the ground, I gently lob the ball of qi forwards.

I land and everything is still. The grass moves away from my landing but freezes as the air grows thick with gathering power. The exoskeleton-like constructs around my lower body start to bend as I pre-tense my muscles. I breathe out and flick the switch.

The ground I leave behind explodes from the force of my jump, exploding and imploding at once. Left behind is a crater two hundred metres wide. My face and liwwuwuwuwwuBWUWUWUW—

Haha, I should stop doing stupid shit like that. Okay, maybe in a few thousand years. My view is magnificent at this time. The castle has a dark pit in the middle. A massive pit in the middle of the palace, what use is that? I want to say dungeon, but that seems too easy an answer.

I spin around and see the Tower. A quarter turn later I see a triangle sticking up over the mountains. I get chills as I peer into the sea. Turning further, I see a massive smokestack far out into the blue. Is that a man-made tower in the ocean? There are wooded hills further east. My mapping process takes priority as it uses the automated part of my mind to fill in a lot of new areas.

I start falling and don’t resist the wind pressure this time. The qi ball landed near the Capital walls, and I skydive towards it. It explodes outwards, forming a huge, faintly white cushion. I land with a solid sounding PFOOM, bouncing over the walls and landing on the streets, clad in a thick cloud of ‘I’M NOT HERE’ qi.

Perfect infiltration, as usual. Alarm bells are rung around me and I move out of the way of some marching soldiers. I pull up the map I just made and move towards the castle. There are a few buildings I need to examine closely. I would regret it forever if I didn’t quickly scan any libraries around. I seem to have landed inside a residential district. The roads are narrow and the buildings tower three stories high over the network of small streets.

I scan a house or building now and then, sweeping an extremely thin net of augur through the entire structure. This takes some mental effort, but it’s the quickest way I know to search for large quantities of paper.

I hit gold when I look over the detailed mind map of a church-like building. I make my net of augur grow smaller and denser as I scan in more detail. Scanning the boxes and shelves full of paper, I map where they are located. I scan a book in detail, reconstructing the pages in my head. It’s a handwritten alphabet with twenty letters. That seems like few, but each letter has a large number of possible strokes added to it.

The local language is very tone and intonation based, so I immediately suspect that these additional… I forgot. Shit, how do you call the difference between ‘e’ and ‘é’?

Accents!

These additional accents must indicate tone. I plug those parameters into a comparison process. All it does is compare speech with written words while making notes of similarities. Those notes are the information I need to read this stuff. It begins chugging away at the recorded book and I route the notes it makes to a visual overlay process. The words slowly start to become legible before my eyes.

My general language process, which is running in its minimized form all the time, unless I am talking or being talked to, puts out an error. I check it and see that some accents indicate a vocal change, like transforming an ‘e’ sound to an ‘ah.’ I plug that possibility into the comparison process, and suddenly I can read everything.

That single change increased the speed of language recognition from ‘slow’ to ‘done near instantaneously.’ Pumped, I start reading the book.

It’s religious drivel about how the dungeon provides, sigh. I don’t mind religion, but this isn’t even an interesting read. The dungeon provides all, and we all should live in its magnificent glory. It knows all, so there is no need for us to get any smarter. That’s what it comes down to.

I delete the entire scan from my memory, only keeping the language files, and begin running over the rooftops. I circle to the left, going west to the coast instead of straight to the large, round castle near the middle of the city.

A single large building is especially interesting to me. It has the symbol of a book plastered on its outside, so that’s a pretty good indication that there are a lot of books there.

During a random warehouse scan I find a chest filled with accounting books. I check a dozen random books in the building but only find pages filled with numbers. I’ll come back when I have more mental storage capacity; knowing about the economic details of this world will be useful. It’s a shame that it’s a bit much to store for my current mental cultivation.

I could read through all the numbers and compress the data to a smaller format, but that would take time I am not willing to invest.

Streets become wider and the smell improves a bit as the neighbourhood gets richer. The book building is located in between the commoners’ and nobles’ district. The wind parts for me as I run across the roofs. I alternate between making many, many smaller steps and steps powerful enough to collapse lesser buildings.

I soar across a large plaza as I construct sheets of qi on my arms. Sending the wind under them allows me to perform a rudimentary form of gliding. Doing this at my normal running speed is useless, I need to keep close to the ground to exert enough force through my legs. I can’t run too quickly inside a city, so it forces me to take it easy.

I land inside gardens, kicking off from massive stone floors or large ornamental rocks. One last leap shoots me up at a forty-five-degree angle, allowing me to cross the canal running through this part of town. I land on the book symbol building and quickly scan it.

Jackpot!

The next half hour I spent in a daze of scanning books. The following half hour is spent in a daze of reading and categorising information.

I blink and look around. People walk past me as I stand in the middle of the street. Did it get busier all of a sudden? People not only ignore me, but they also tend to avoid me. Maybe there is some basic instinct in all sentient life that someone with a much higher power base shouldn’t be messed with?

I think that ‘I’M NOT HERE’ works in more ways than one. I might not be here, but that does not mean that there is suddenly room to walk through the place that I am not in.

Ah, nearly forgot, my conclusions. High school diploma!

There are two types of books. Immaculately written fonts inside perfectly made books indicate that it is, obviously, a dungeon-won book. Crappy binding and handwriting suggest that it is a non-dungeon book.

The dungeon books are filled with all sorts of information up to a college level. Overall, a very solid scientific foundation that is a great start for any civilization. The handwritten books are chiefly research notes of lonely people. The rest is historical or religious books and documents. There does not seem to be a flourishing scientific community inside this kingdom.

I gained nothing new but got a few formulas and concepts of higher efficiency or accuracy than my own deduced science. I had a few theories about quarks and gluons that were a bit off the mark. I did do some tests, but staring at colliding particles all day is not my recipe of fun. I mean, it needed too much power to automate. Yeah, let’s go with that excuse.

I sigh deeply and move on, going straight to the castle this time. I pause near a few noble houses, but I only find more of the same books. I even found a few of the books Selis and Ket sold in Peak City. I chuckle as I think of the trouble Selis’ family must be in right now.

I read through some of the nobles’ correspondences, starting to form an image of the current state of this place. Selis’ family is really not doing well.

The castle gives me the impression of a massive circular cake. Towers stick up from it here and there, but the few balconies and stairs can’t disguise the fact that it looks like an enormous frosted piece of confectionary.

I lick my lips unconsciously and jump over the large walls surrounding the castle gardens. A few leaps later, and I am staring into an abyss. There is a massive hole in this city. It’s like a reversed Tower. A scan tells me that there is an entrance to my right. I run along the inside of the castle wall, landing on balconies, wall running here and there.

I pass by a single man standing on a ledge. This is nothing special, but his aura makes me halt in my steps. He feels like a rock smothered by filth. Instead of going with the flow, this rock keeps still and steady, no matter how much shit streams over it. A thin crown, brooding and contemplative expression, and rich clothes clue me in on this man’s identity.

I stop a single balcony over and study the fellow’s aura. An idea springs to mind, so I take a minute to calculate some potential future paths. I then shove this information, along with some other titbits, into a coin-shaped piece of jade. I scratch a symbol of a human face on the coin. On its forehead is a circle, on which I scratch another smaller face with an even smaller coin on its forehead, ad infinitum. That should clue him in on how to use it.

I gently toss it towards the still man, landing it on the balcony railing next to his hand with a clink. I grin as the startled figure looks around as he picks up the coin. Seed planted; I move on.

Looking down, I see a dark entranceway in the side of the black wall, surrounded by a platform and two stairs going up. Figures walk across the walkway, the castle beginning around five metres back of the precipice. I see gleaming rows of armoured men and women walking in step, marching soldiers carrying large boxes and sacks, along with tired looking slaves.

Yeah, they are slaves. I see a beastkin stumble and fall to the ground, spilling goods everywhere. A large human approaches, picks up the sack, and kicks the beastkin over the edge. This event gets ignored by everyone present. There are a few hundred people walking in and out of the dungeon, but no one even bats an eye.

Everyone in the kingdom knows that the Capital does not have a dungeon. I see that plants, beans, meat, grains, and other foodstuffs are the main product being carried out. This entire thing is probably a lifetime deal for all involved. I don’t think the people here will ever be allowed out. Otherwise, there wouldn’t be so few rumours about the dungeon in front of my eyes.

I have to give the ruling class credit though, claiming that all the food is imported is a great way to keep food prices high and maintain fiscal dominance no matter what other people do.

I cast a qi wire to the falling figure. I cover him in a balloon of qi and pull. A freezing spell later and I pull him into Tree, placing it with the other frozen figures. Can’t save everyone but I can save the ones I see. I hope that these folks I saved understand what abuse of power does. Let’s hope none of them restart the cycle.

I start designing propaganda material in my mind as I begin moving toward the sea.









Chapter twenty

[bookmark: _Toc5718761][bookmark: _Toc16934442]Ruminations 

‘…w ould have to word it bloody carefully. Or not carefully. And have some random asshat write it down. My handwriting on a proposal guarantees that it’s going to be burned to shit immediately.’

The king stands in silence, looking down a dark pit. The visual spectacle of the never-ending hole is quite fitting. His thoughts are doing the same thing. His only free time of the week is usually spent in this fashion. All the king’s alone time he spends staring at the tool that keeps power in the hands of his so-called subordinates.

‘The economic angle would be the best, I think. Have some of my lesser-known allies praise the possibility of squeezing out the last fucking bit of money still left to the general populace. Make it a festival that encourages spending money, maybe. One free day a year is not too fucking much, right?’

Rubbing his beard slowly, the First Defender mulls over this possibility. He has been trying to claw back some shreds of power and control after his grandfather squandered it all. Now the royal family has no more say in how the Food Dungeon gets exploited, causing food prices to rise even further. Quotas keep rising while less and less money is sunk back into the all-giving miracle that is the dungeon hidden in the middle of the Capital.

‘It will take a few months or years, but I think that with some careful manoeuvring, I can guarantee a single free day per year for our labour force. Then those ass-licking shit-stains of nobility can never get rid of me. The recent chaos is starting to sway public opinion against me; that should fix it.’

There used to be professional armies raiding the food dungeon daily, guaranteeing that the massive city around the castle could get fed. The fact that easily won dungeon food is being sold as an imported good, with the correspondingly higher price, is a small evil. To the king, it seems better than letting everyone starve. And better than shovelling more money into the hands of the noble faction with a transportation monopoly.

‘It’s a shame that the dungeon religion is taking root even deeper, it encourages the common man to be content with his fucking ass-monkey shitty way of life. This entire ass-wipe of a kingdom hasn’t changed in thousands of years, in part thanks to the mages’ stalemate. Those pompous arrogant idiot-’

A tinkling sound interrupts the king’s spiralling thoughts. He looks up from the dark abyss to the source of the noise.

‘A green coin?’

He lifts the small, semi-transparent item from the balcony railing. A simple visage with a circle on its forehead is engraved on one side. The other side is blank. Looking closer, the king sees a rather small picture of the coin itself on the face’s forehead. Squinting while peering at the small thing, he sees the same picture on the small engraved coin once again, seemingly going on forever.

He twirls the coin through his fingers for a bit, looking around for the source. Nothing seems out of sight. The soldiers and slaves are still delving with hurried steps. It seems rather organized, it’s just a shame that the resting areas in between decads and the lobby contain more fighting between the noble’s factions’ forces than what happens inside the dungeon itself.

He looks suspiciously at the weird object, and with a shrug of his shoulders, puts it to his forehead.

YOU ARE HERE → ·

Massive letters float next to an arrow pointing to a small dot. The king freezes as this image appears inside his mind like he is visualising this image by himself. He jerks the coin from his forehead, and the image disappears.

‘What in the fucking bloody hell hells of all hells…’

Slowly and gingerly, he lays the coin against his forehead once again.

YOU ARE HERE → ·

Narrowing his mental eyes on the dot, the mental image zooms in and expands into a field of text. The king stands there for an entire minute, engrossed in reading the clean text now visible in his mind’s eye. He then nods his head once.

‘All correct. That weird % symbol means one part of a hundred. So that means that a single person holds power over ten thousand. Around four hundred thousand people in the Capital, around four hundred people hold absolute power. Stagnation for thousands of years, immense discrepancies in monetary distribution, no progress of the mind, the common people are placated by force or religion, all correct.’

Having confirmed the factuality of the starting point, the king tries to zoom back out. The big arrow and the words come back into view. Making this picture smaller allows him glimpses of threads running away from the starting point.

He takes the coin away from his head and stares at it again. Something is going on here. He senses none of the ill intentions usually cloaking the members of his so-called advisory group from this weird phenomenon. Another shrug of the shoulders later and the king is looking through the coin’s contents again.

The text, arrow and dot grow even smaller until he sees an entire web sprawling from the beginning. Zooming even further and the king sees even bigger words.

 

CHAOS

CENTRALIZED - DECENTRALIZED

STABILITY

 

Four words mark the four extremes of the web, like the arrows on a compass. The starting point the king just zoomed out from is far to the left, well into the ‘CENTRALIZED’ piece of the chart. It is a third of the way to stability. Concentrating on these half-known words cause the meaning to appear with clarity. 

‘Correct once again. Heavy centralisation… nice word… combined with forced stable peace. Why am I being shown this?’

The king zooms in on the starting point once again, this time keeping track of the thin lines radiating out from it. He decides to follow one at random, one going towards the stable and decentralized piece of the chart.

‘Educating the masses? Won’t work unless that dungeon religion gets thrown out of the Tower-damned window.’

He follows a line going straight up towards chaos.

‘Foreign invasion is unlikely to happen with the stranglehold the mages have on all the kingdoms surrounding the factional seas. May they all have a long sit on the Peak…’

Another one goes towards absolute chaos and centralization.

‘Yep, total chaos and a higher concentration of power would happen if I disappear, allowing the nobles to run free.’

A line of more chaos and heavy decentralization guides to king to another possibility.

‘Democracy? What is that… Elected rules? Laws applicable to all? How would that ever fucking work? Wait, there’s more here… Parliament? Voting? This is… bloody interesting.’

More possible paths are laid out in front of the king’s eyes as he follows the trails one by one. It’s like he’s being shown all possible paths that his kingdom can take from its current point in history.

Then, when he has seen them all and has read all the information available on the chart, another line appears. It goes straight towards the middle of the chart, perfectly in between chaos and stability. Perfectly in between centralized and decentralized power.

Another possibility is played out in front of the world-weary statesman. It takes him a few minutes to read through this alternate path.

The king stands there, watching over the hidden dungeon for a few hours without moving. The only thing he does is stroke the green coin in his pocket occasionally. Then, he suddenly turns around and walks back into the castle, a gleam in his eyes.


⁂
 

“Is this all the food we have?”

A big-boned boy stares at a small stack of supplies with a sad frown. He licks his lips as he shuffles closer. A large metal bar smacks against his forehead. He rebounds from the floating metal ingot as it circles a set distance around the food.

“More at floor thirty.”

A glare as fierce as the sun is directed at Ket. He only shrugs as he orchestrates a small storm of floating metal. Ket suddenly freezes in his movements, metal clattering to the stone floor of the room in between decads.

With wide eyes he pulls three swords from his ring, making them float in a thin, grey mist. He moves his hands, and the swords begin to dance. Instead of the whizzing sound of the metal storm, the air now is being cut apart with force. Ket pulls another sword from his ring and the sound the four make is noticeably less than with three.

He catches two of the swords, putting both away. A hand gesture later, the two swords roar even louder still.

“Why didn’t we bring or make more chairs? Our rings are big enough.” Selis stands behind Angeta, who is splayed out in a seemingly natural-formed tree chair. The small girl looks at her ring with a grin, then at the relaxing beastkin with pleading eyes.

“Sit on your water.”

“That makes my butt wet.”

“Make the water harder?”

“That’s uncomfortable.”

“Sit on this leaf.”

A large green plant burrows from a seed the beastwoman lazily drops. One leaf grows bigger and broader, hollowing a bit. The plant shudders and becomes rigid. Selis delicately puts her butt down on the leaf and falls backwards with a little “Eeek!” The soft green sheet stretches as the blue-haired girl lies backwards.

“Thanks a lot!”

Angeta waves a lazy paw at the chipper sound of appreciation as she adjusts the leaf covering her eyes. Seconds later, soft snoring can be heard. Lola hops around and starts gnawing on the newly made chair. A small hand snatches her up and moments later she is being used as a hug pillow by the small girl.

A sudden spear blocks one of the swords Ket is messing with. The spear twirls, leaving a dark trail in its wake as it deflects the second sword. Ket narrows his eyes at the interloper. “Alright, it’s on.”

None of the battle sounds wake the sleeping girls thanks to the sound barrier dividing the room.

“So, these are your friends?” Ares looks around with still, unshakable eyes as she takes it all in.

“…uhm. You could say that…”

The redheaded girl smiles briefly at the redheaded boy sitting next to her. She regains her tranquil expression immediately after. If our main cultivator had been present, he would have recognised this state as a weird form of PTSD.

When she woke up, she was told they were on level five. She had been out for half an hour, they told her. She had weakly replied that that was nonsense - clearing an entire decad in a day is possible, but most mage delvers have to walk back up the way they came at the end of the day.

Only a party of full mages would be able to have this clearing speed, and they would never lower themselves to delving levels far below their own powers. She explained all of this in a weak, sickly voice as her brother kept an arm around her.

Then they walked down the stairs to the next level, and Ares realized that this group had been taking it easy. The stairs led down to a pool the size of a lake. Ten metres deep, smooth stone walls, shining blue crystals on the ceiling and dark water everywhere.

Any part of the aquatic life that got above the water level got chopped in half by a storm of metal shards that left grey, sparkling mist in its wake. The many floating pieces of shredded sharks, octopi, and other sea monsters were deftly avoided by the nimble cloud.

Now and then, a large mass of water separated from the sea and formed a wide variety of monsters. They looked menacing and impressive, but a single wave of the blue-haired girl’s small hand caused them to explode or collapse. The fact that Selis paid more attention to the rabbit in her arms than the enemies around only increased her understated strength.

Large sea creatures daring to get close received an even more pitiable fate. They could choose between a fist heavier than a mountain, delivered by a spinning fatty, a sudden black streak slicing them in half, or getting crushed by constricting plants.

Ares was helpless as Vox had to carry her. All of the students walked on water as if they were on land. Only Bord left any ripples behind. Vox was the least impressive of the group. He only shot out beams of light, both to make shadows for Tess to jump through and to buff and heal.

Even that was limited due to the need to keep his sister’s body from falling apart. It took Vox a large part of his concentration to keep his qi settled through his sister’s body, suppressing the degradation.

The group walked across the sea, surrounded by all kinds of menacing monsters, sharks, magical water monsters, and more while chatting and waving their hands around. Bord, one of the few physically active participants, seemed to be having just a bit too much fun spinning and bouncing around.

Ares didn’t say a word until they reached the twentieth level, just now. She was completely ignored in the social dynamic as she clung to Vox’s back. She had seen feats unheard of, even in legends, right in front of her eyes.

Magic can do a lot. But for as far as Ares knows, it cannot explode through a thirty-metre-high, feather-and-scale-covered tiger’s chest while shouting “WHHEEEeeeeee”.

Nor could it control thousands of litres of water to crush the massive scale-less, naked crocodile on floor nineteen. Nor could it uppercut a twenty-metre-thick, rock-covered snake so hard that its head just exploded into chunks. 

So, Ares is slightly traumatised. But in a positive way? It’s like she saw a reversed horrific event. She knows that she should be happy, but the scenes of carnage are hard to forget. She also has the suspicion that none of the fights so far taxed them very hard.

They seemed too relaxed while fighting, too calm. They even seemed to be trying out new things, messing around with stuff that was obviously not working. All the falling crystals were retrieved with top priority.

The most powerful move Ares saw was an extremely quick spear thrust from Tess that made the floor rumble. On closer inspection, that had been to save a crystal from being shattered beneath a beast hoof.

“You have pretty cool friends.”

Vox looks down at his sister for a long moment. “I think so too.”









Chapter twenty-one

[bookmark: _Toc5718762][bookmark: _Toc16934443]Cycles 

H ow did Tree manage to grow such a large forest? These trees seem way too large for their age. I was wondering why the qi levels inside this dimension are lower than expected; Tree must have used up a lot of the stuff as it rebuilds this place. I mean, this was empty wasteland a few days ago; now there is a luscious jungle with underbrush, vines and herbs here and there.

I jump upwards and oversee the entire plot of land. The ice-covered mountain takes up a large part of the horizon. The clearing with buildings sits in the middle, and the thick, new forest grows sparser the further away from the centre.

“Tree, stop using all the qi in here! Slow down a bit, or you will drain the entire cycle I am about to set up before it can start supporting itself.”

All of Tree’s leaves rustle in reply. “What does having a name have anything to do with it? I think Tree with a capital T is a great name! Short and descriptive, just the way I like them.”

The rustling grows a bit agitated now. “Oh, I’m soo-oory. Mind reading a tree never really occurred to me. How am I supposed to know that you really want a proper name?”

I ignore the agitated lynchpin of this very dimension for the moment and spread my awareness over the floating landmass. Stuffing a massive amount of frozen stone and water inside this small space didn’t do its balance any favours. There is a rather big discrepancy of available materials in this place.

Everything repeats. It does not matter whether you are talking about life, nature, history or the universe, it all repeats. The human body has largely the same proportions of base elements as a solar system. A galaxy has similarly proportioned materials as an ant or bacteria. Loads of hydrogen, less helium, less oxygen, and even less carbon.

Some proportions don’t really translate, the amount of neon in the universe is a bit much compared to what most carbon-based life forms have inside of them, but the similarities are there. The Tree dimension has loads of silicate-based material and a distinct lack of hydrogen and oxygen.

I need a lot of water, the small amount absorbed from the small creek is not enough. Pulling a volcano inside of it would turn all this greenery into dry desert. So, water first; that would also help with heat propagation. Steam tends to rise, and the rain this causes will allow this small microcosm of nature to flourish. Tree is rationing water at the moment, the lake growing smaller with each new plant Tree grows.

“I am not calling you something stupid like Yggdrassil or Groot.”

I land and walk back to the clearing. The earth under my feet feels a bit sturdier now. A quick scan later and I know why, the qi in the air has started seeping inside the black soil. Soil is a pretty bad material to store qi in, so an overabundance of qi will cause it to form more earth.

This dimension will grow into a planet eventually, but that is a long way away. Let’s hope none of those flat Earth guys get to know about this place because currently, it looks like a pancake someone stuck a mountain on.

“Haha, yeah sure, what about Iggy…” popping sound “…hehe.”

Let’s hope Tree won’t take that suggestion seriously. I ignore the frantic rustling of leaves and stroll into the clearing. I need a couple thousand tons of water. Good thing that the Tree necklace is currently hovering over an entire sea of the stuff.

“No Tree, I am not calling you Iggy. Think of something else.”

I put my hand on the glowing trunk and appear on top of the sea. Large columns of smoke rise from a collection of islands nearby. I grab the necklace and move it towards the water surface. I stop as I feel panicked, golden qi flowing from it, pushing the water away.

“What? You’re scared of water? I never heard of an aquaphobic tree before. You didn’t have any problems with the small creek back when you were a fresh and innocent dimensional anchor.”

I sense feelings of panic and anxiety coming from the necklace.

“You’re only afraid of deep water? Congratulations, you are the first thalassophobic plant I have ever encountered.”

I hang the necklace around my neck and dive through the surface.

“See? blubblub Nothing blub to be afraid blub of.”

Golden qi makes a small barrier around the necklace. I frown at this. Grabbing the necklace from my neck I dive deeper. A small qi construct forces it to stay underwater and I jump back in.

“Don’t be such a pussy. I know that the unknown is scary, but running away from it will cause you to stagnate.”

I force a small stream of water through the barrier as I ignore the flailing strands of qi trying to stop me. A sphere of water appears beside the golden bark and I grab hold of it.

“This is seawater. It has a lot of salt. Don’t mix this with the normal water, and don’t give it to plants that are not used to saltwater. Just dump it outside the landmass. I will think of a use for it later”

Tree calms down as I guide it. The small stream of seawater turns into a massive deluge and I feel Tree calming down. A tree afraid of water… now I have seen it all. Putting my hand on the bark again, I guide the necklace downwards. The sea is around thirty metres deep this close to the mage-island, so I reach the bottom in seconds.

“You wanted sand, right? Plenty of the stuff here where no one will miss it. I think there is a desert far to the south, but that would take too long.”

I guide Tree’s golden qi threads to a fish. Tree freezes as it comes into contact with the unknown life form. The small creek all of Tree’s water came from only had small water bugs, no fish.

“Slow down a bit, I know that new animals are interesting, but let’s not make an enormous whirlpool where the fire mages can see it, kay?”

The influx of water slows as Tree calms down, its fears of the deep waters now wiped away as it realises new possibilities. Spreading my senses, I feel the area around the ground pancake filling up with water. The seabed under the necklace lowers at a visible pace as Tree sucks up massive quantities of water and ocean floor.

I use my wind affinity to slowly hover over the growing sea. I see fish, shellfish, aquatic plants and other organisms flounder as they get displaced. Golden qi gently guides them to places they can thrive. The qi in the air further thins as the imported material starts sucking it up.

Half an hour later I judge there to be enough. Sheets of ice start to surround the mountain as it sucks up the ambient warmth.

“Keep all living things away from the opposite side of the ice mountain.”

I can’t help but start grinning as I appear inside the sea back in the outside world. I have to fight the current. The necklace is absorbing water at an astonishing speed. I grab it and the process stops.

“You can get some blub more later. Let’s do blub this.”

I emerge in a spray of salt. My eyes are fixed on the red lines of molten rock running down the collection of peaks rising up from the sea. Ripples of despair, hate, and anxiety waft from the glowing volcanic mountain range. I also feel some traces of love and joy, but those emotions are inconsequential compared to the massive amounts of negativity.

The steep mountains bleed molten rock along one side, a gently sloping piece of land stuck to the other. I can see sprawling buildings and majestic towers on the coastline. I’m guessing the mages are not as heat resistant as I thought. Walking on lava all the time must get old fast, so they obviously settled themselves on the inactive parts of the island.

One volcano piques my interest. It sticks out from the main mass of lava spewing vents like a small, hot peninsula. The part sticking up from the water level is about the same size as the ice mountain. I speed closer, kicking up rows of small water explosions.

I run a quick simulation. Just plopping the thing down into the ocean opposite the ice mountain will not work. Maybe include a big piece of the magma chamber? Thin strands of augur shoot through the water and into the active burning mountain. I sense layers of ash and solidified lava as I follow the conduit down. There seems to be an enormous mass of artificially created magma inside the island.

What will happen when I pull the stopper from the pressurized magma chamber? I grin, only one way to find out. I jump up, gathering massive quantities of qi at my feet. I pull some from Tree. I feel some more irritation coming from my necklace, but decide to focus on the task at hand.

How did I do it last time? Ah, cut through the base. I modify my plan a bit, slicing around the magma vents should do it. The thin strand of qi slices through the water as it disappears into the black rock. I land and push my qi as evenly inside the mountain as possible, making sure not to land inside a lava stream.

Magma becomes lava when it exits, right? And PULL. Tree decides to help, and the massive mountain shimmers and plops out of existence. I follow it, gathering all the qi in the dimension to myself. I even pull a large amount of Tree’s power to myself. I’m going to need it.

I shoot upwards as the volcano appears above Tree. I grab hold of the qi inside the chunk of partially molten rock and haul it to the side. A few drops of magma drop from the bottom, burning holes through the forest. Tree helps me as I move water away from the small sea, making a nice landing place for the scorching piece of stone.

Now comes the hard part. I split the roiling mass of qi into thirds. Controlling nearly all the loose power floating around in this dimension is straining my abilities, but I manage by spooling some of my own qi through my brain. I squeeze one third into a single point.

‘COLD FREEZE ICE GLACIAL WINTRY FROST FRIGID’

I don’t shout anything fancy at the stuff; I want it to be as pure cold as possible. The bead of hyper-compressed qi gets a blue tinge, and I move it away from myself before it freezes my face off. I compress another third into a single point. Let’s see, what are the synonyms for the word ‘hot’?

‘HOT SCORCHING HEAT BLISTERING SEARING BURNING’

I move that one away from myself before my hair catches fire. My beard is smoking. Just in time, I carefully guide both opposites into their respective mountains. The ice mountain gets the seed of cold firmly planted in the middle of it. The hot one I steer to the magma still in the chute at the lowest point.

I release the last third of qi back into the atmosphere as I observe the fruits of my labour. The ice mountain gains a faint blue glow. I peer at the large refrigerator and see the entire thing cooling back down. It was warming up slowly thanks to the warm environment, but now it’s freezing again at a rapid pace.

“Maybe move them a bit farther away? It’s going to freeze over half of the available land like this.”

Turning to the volcano, I see it glowing with a faint red hue. Tree is busily packing rocks against the underside, preventing the magma from dripping down. The seed of fire starts melting the rock immediately and I see small trickles of lava starting to flow again.

The ground shakes as I keep an eye on everything. The drastically lessened amount of qi in the air causes some plants to wilt. Other plants start to thrive as their surroundings finally get cold or hot enough. I see a red glow rising from the fire mountain. Blue, cold air wafts down from the ice mountain.

Did I think this through? Hmm. My plan was to let both energies collide, making rain and generating more qi. But how would I get the hot qi and cold qi to come into contact? Hot qi is slowly starting to blanket the sky and cold qi is pooling below the disk of earth.

I slap a hand to my face. It always comes down to tornadoes, doesn’t it? I sigh deeply. Nothing to be done about it, let’s try it out.

I start spinning my arms. Clockwise or counterclockwise does not matter, what matters is the direction in relation to both mountains. All the air inside the dimension listens to my command as it starts to spin slowly. The line between both mountains is the axis on which I set it turning. This will cause the cold below and the heat above to meet each other as the wind transports both energies into a torus.

A full hour later, I can finally relax. The clashing powers have now formed an enormous ring of clouds that is circling slowly around the earthen disk. The qi levels have stopped dropping, even as Tree continues to waste large amounts of it with its gardening activities.

Growing a fully adult tree from a seedling in under an hour is not the most effective usage of power, but I can let it slide. I’m now standing inside the clearing, on top of my castle tower. The clouds occasionally block the small suns above and I feel a drop falling on my face now and then.

The qi levels are stabilizing but will start to rise as all the imported materials get their natural qi saturation. I should have my invested qi back in a week, maybe less, if things go better than I predict.

A loud hissing followed by a small explosion lets me know that the lava finally reached the sea surrounding the hot mountain.

Wait a minute.

Couldn’t I have used the sea to transport the heat energy? Simply import more seawater and make it rotate. The cold water will clash with the volcano, the warm water will clash with the sheets of ice. I could even have two types of beaches on this island!

Images of tropical beaches in the volcano’s wake spin through my mind. I look up to the slowly moving clouds. Maybe I was a bit too enthusiastic about using my new connection to the winds? I do another simulation to test the rotating sea and the numbers seem way too high. Water can transport a lot more heat energy, I realise. Air is not an effective temperature-conductive medium.

I am about to set the entire sea spinning when I realise that there isn’t enough water to do this with. Importing more water would bring down the qi levels even further, which would delay the qi generating process by months.

Patience, what is a week of waiting in the face of my own personal tropical beach? I could make Rhea a nice bikini, play some cultivator volleyball, and get a nice tan while chilling on the beach.

I make a new process that scans for large sand deposits as I jump back outside. I should let the system settle in its new equilibrium for a few days.

BOOOM

A large explosion forces me to pay attention to the outside world. I hastily avoid a large amount of lava as I retreat from Disintegration Island. I scratch my head a bit, who knew that removing an entire volcano from a stable volcanic mountain range would cause so much chaos?

I see small, red-robed figures scurry to the boats as explosions shake the entire island. Let’s go see if they left anything interesting behind.
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I  hastily move through the red hell. Ash is everywhere, and I see a large front of lava moving towards the buildings. I hum to myself as I freeze a group of cowering people.

“Fell in-to a burning ring of fire…”

I snap the iron manacles from the sorry group and pull them inside Tree. Evacuating slaves and servants is apparently not high on the priority list of panicked mages.

“And it burns, burns, burns.”

I gave Tree orders to place these people inside the storage complex I made. There is still plenty of room left inside the Stalinist apartment building. I focus on Tree’s dimension briefly and sense the frozen humans and beastkin being carried on golden threads as they are placed inside.

“The ring of fire, ring of fire.”

I kick a door into smithereens. Startled shouts come from below as I sprint through the rain of fragments into the cellar.

“The taste of love is sweet.”

I quickly connect a thread of qi to each and every living signature I see. I don’t have time to thoroughly scan through their auras, but none of the people here smells as broken or as filthy like that captain.

“When hearts like ours meet.”

I frown a bit and my happy song falters as I find some sort of torture dungeon. Instead of the usual implements like knives and tongs, each implement of pain has something to do with fire. I see some candles and I snatch a box or two of the things. Wax play could be fun with R… Anyway, lots of brands and hot pokers.

The iron bands keeping the sorry figures locked down snap as I freeze and kidnap them. I do a quick scan and sense no more people in this building. I run back outside just in time to avoid a large piece of molten rock smashing into the structure I just exited.

The pressurized magma chamber beneath the island is emptying out now that one of its exit chutes has been cut in half. The explosions are calming down, so I only have the large wave of slowly moving lava to contend with. I speed off through the widely spaced streets and dart inside one of the largest towers.

More slaves and servants get kidnapped as I make my rounds with haste. One of my scanning processes finds a large library higher up, but time is running out. I make sure that building is clear of any living humanoids and stand still.

I punch upwards with all the power inside of my body, smashing the ceiling. I jump through the cloud of stone debris as the shock wave causes half the tower to collapse. My jump is executed perfectly, and I only have to punch a large piece of flooring to the side to reach the collection of books.

Ten seconds later they are all safely stored inside my ring, and I jump away from the toppling mess. Let’s see, any more life signatures? The last mages jump in the boats behind me as the lava reaches the first buildings. I already cleared those, so I spare a few seconds to watch the structures succumb to the glowing front of molten rock.

I spread my senses while observing the toppling buildings, washing half the island in a thin sheet of qi. Only one place still has moving shapes, a large warehouse near the harbour. I look in that direction and see the last boat cutting its lines as the final mages climb aboard.

I kick the cobblestone, causing it to shatter under my feet. This is all going to be covered in metres of solidified rock anyway, no need to worry about leaving evidence behind. The large warehouse is a shabby building, and the shockwaves of exploding volcanoes didn’t do it any favours.

Inside is the sorriest collection of people I have seen so far. Dirty, emaciated, and dirty. Did I mention dirty? This must be a new haul, just loaded from the boats. Humans with odd skin colours and a wide variety of beastkin. I freeze them all and pull them inside Tree, ignoring the weak cries coming from them.

I don’t feel that guilty about destroying this place anymore.

I look out over the small city that is slowly being swallowed by the glowing tide of rock. I’m sure there is more stuff to loot here, but I have got to get a move on. With a slight twinge of pain in my heart at the loss of potential valuables, I move towards the shoreline.

I grin to myself as I start looking out over the sea. This island felt slightly bad, some of the suffering happening on its grounds leaving behind an imprint in its aura. There seems to be worst stuff out there, though. I get chills down my spine every time I look west by northwest. Something bad is there. It’s not the tower sticking up from the sea. I suspect that that’s the earth mages island. No, there is something else there.

Ares has another day left by my worst-case predictions. I can spare a few hours investigating. I roll my spatial ring around my finger. I haven’t tried to open the secret shadow dimension since last time. The amount of dread I feel coming from that place might require me to open it though. There are still three left…

The massive tower is interesting. It looks like people build whatever wherever. I think it was made that way. I would guess that a higher level of earth control is needed the higher one builds. The lower parts are all simple huts, ornamental mansions decorate the middle and the top is filled with eccentric and unusual pieces of architecture.

Are earth mages allowed to build higher once they advance in rank or does the advancement allow them to build higher? Maybe Ares knows? Another reason not to let her slowly dissolve in a pile of goo.

I run past the Escher-like construct with speed, kicking the wave tops to build up momentum. I sense the occasional sea beast lurking below, but my stealth field seems to work on those too as they leave me alone.

I wonder what shape the other islands will take? Nature’s island will probably be a lot of big plants. How does air look? A lot of kites keeping buildings in the air? Maybe water does not have an island but something underwater? Ha, can’t wait to find out.

I look forward, and a shiver runs down my spine again as a single finger of dread caresses my soul. What is going on over there?


⁂
 

I’m moving back east, keeping the towering pile of earthen constructs to my right. I think that the nature mana island is on my left. The towering trees and large green buildings are a pretty good clue in that regard.

Why would an island full of life be so close to that… Nope, stop thinking about that. I’m still too shaken from what happened back there. Let’s just calm down and think about that shit-stain of a place at a later point.

I let my heartcore do the autopilot thing for a bit as I sink my focus inside my braincore. Clearing my mind, I feel for the contracts I have running. Rhea’s agreement not to talk about me feels weird but I didn’t expect that thing to survive a shared cultivation base unscathed. I can barely feel the upgraded Tower circle from here, and the circle inside Tree is shining brightly.

The student-master relations between my disciples and I are very, very faint. It takes me half an hour of meditation on the go before I get a proper sense of their direction. I sense them straight ahead, so straight ahead I go.

Looking around, I only see water around me. I try to find my flying drone with some long-range scanning but have no success. It’s made from hollow metal, it should float, but I don’t sense a single trace of it.

Looking around slightly bored, I decide to make some more plans as I speed over the water. Let’s see. My little pocket dimension is finally taking off. I already found some nice sand banks I can let Tree absorb once the qi-generating process equalises. It is still finding its equilibrium, dumping in massive amounts of qi-less material would only slow it down now.

I glance through the dimensional portal hanging around my neck and inspect the place some more. The slowly turning ring of clouds is growing darker as more water is evaporated, it should start to rain pretty soon. The ice caps surrounding the cold mountain have stopped growing, the volcano is now slowly pouring out steady streams of lava, while cold-and heat-loving plants are starting to sprout thanks to Tree’s ministrations. It will probably become a full world in a few thousand years.

The number of people I have kidnapped has reached new heights though. I started out pretty tame, abducting six young misfits is not the worst crime in the world. The few hundred people I have on ice in the shoddily made warehouse are proof enough that this might become an addiction. I used to only steal knowledge; now it seems I am expanding my tastes. I am not sure how I should feel about this.

Let’s think about what to do with them then. How about a pure knowledge or strength meritocracy? I could set up an internet like thing, allow people to self-study. Tests to determine if the users have mastered the knowledge in tiers. Teach them the basics and allow them to develop their own cultivation techniques from that?

It seems to be working with my small group of disciples. The only thing I have forced down their throats are their fighting styles. That’s a compromise I was willing to make because it’s just efficient body movement, I have been very careful not to prescribe them core ways of handling qi.

Maybe a point-based system? Earn points by learning new stuff or by advancing in power. I could encourage creativity by giving out more points for original thoughts. What about rewards then? Maybe only put base materials up for sale?

I can see the irony here. I am thinking about starting my own sect when I used to avoid them like the plague. I focus my thoughts on how to prevent elitism as I thread the waves. Maybe some sort of system based on cyan boxes? Maybe blue rectangles?

I decide to focus on speed a bit more, the chance of Ares dying is increasing steadily.


⁂
 

“Selis, please let me drink some more.”

“Go away Bord, don’t look at me with those big eyes. It’s creepy.”

“But Seee-liiis…”

“Stop begging, go punch some more of those creepy skeletons.”

A group of four people is trudging through endless white dunes. There’s no sun overhead; instead, there are multiple bright fireballs stuck to a white ceiling. One of those fireballs falls down into the sand, splattering molten rock in a small circle.

A skeletal, burning hand reaches out from the melting particles. A fat, pasty fist lands on the area and the skull emerging from the surface is smashed into pieces.

“Ow, ow, these are way too hot. Selis, I earned some water now, right? I love you soooo much!”

Bord juggles the shining shard of mana as he walks back to the group.

“SHUT THE FUCK UP YOU FATTY I HATE YOU SO MUCH!”

“Calm down Angeta. You’ll only get even hotter if you start shouting.” Ket has dark circles under his eyes as he puts one foot in front of the other. “I think we’re nearly there. Let’s hope for another water level next.”

“Why couldn’t Tess take me with her to the exit.” Selis kicks up a spray of sand as she pouts.

“You would just have slowed her down, you know that.”

The small girl throws her hands up in the air, water sloshing over the rim of the cup she is holding. “Of course, I know that. That doesn’t mean I have to like it.” She pouts even harder as she controls the spilt water. It hangs in front of her face as she watches it evaporate in the scorching heat.

“The exit is over here!” Bord’s face is shining with joy as he points to a black stairway standing in the middle of the undulating dunes. The massive black arrow hanging above it - guiding the group from kilometres away - vanishes as Tess sees them approach.

“Thank fuck.”

“Yessssssss”

“Praise the dungeon!”

Menacing glares and hate-filled expressions turn into exuberant smiles faster than one can blink. More fireballs fall down, but the emerging burning, bony figures get smashed with wild abandon before they can extricate themselves from the sand.

“Did they get weaker all of a sudden? And it got even hotter just now?” Angeta asks as she gingerly holds a shining crystal. She juggles it around for a bit, putting it inside her ring when she can safely grab it.

“Yeah, it got dimmer halfway through level three when night fell, now it is day again. You didn’t notice?”

Vacant stares all around, Ket just shrugs and walks into the shade of the stairwell. “You guys alright?”

Vox is still holding his sister, who seems to be half lucid. “I’m commanding my qi to freeze her. It seems to slow it down. I think she will hold on for another day at least.”

Ket puts his hand on her head and closes his eyes. He gives Vox a single nod. “One more day. We will try some things in the next resting floor, okay? Does the piece of jade Teach gave you have anything useful?”

Vox scrunches his eyebrows. “Shiiiiii… I forgot.” He rubs his ring and an egg-sized green stone appears in his hands. He puts it to his forehead while guiding his drooling sister down the stairs.

Tess is peering down the dark corridor with a gleam in her eyes. “Taking two people who don’t move is easier than taking a single asshole who can’t hold still.”

Ket decides to completely ignore the veiled insult. “Scouted ahead yet?”

“Yes, the next level is very weird. I like it.”

“What are the emotions?”

“I am not sure whether or not to be bored,” Tess replies with a crooked grin. The bunny on top of her head opens her eyes as Tess looks around but goes back to sleep when nothing interesting happens.

Ket frowns at the cryptic answer.

“Aaaah, it’s so nice and cool here.” The smile on Tess is very wide as she walks down, Lola bouncing on her head.

“What’s going on in this level?” Vox’s question is ignored as the reunited group all make their way down the stairs, only to be greeted by a world of black and white. A cave made up of square shapes becomes visible as the group exits the tunnel going down. Like some sort of weird abstractionist painting, the ceiling is black and the shadows give off light.

“This is black light?” Ket waves a hand over a glowing crevice. The area under his hand lights up slightly.

“Yep, I think this material gives off light, and the… shadow lights on the ceiling absorb it where they can reach.”

“This level is going to be a headache.” Vox rubs his temple with his free hand as he looks at his own glowing shadow amidst the darkness. A tinkling sound causes everyone to look at the middle of the jagged room. A dark shape which seems to be lit from the underside is emerging from a dark patch.

“Boring.”

“That is pretty lame.”

“More humanoids?”

“What is that, I don’t know. I really don’t know!”

“Sel, it’s boring. Shadow mana reacts to boredom and lack of confidence, choose one of the two.”

“But Ket, how do I know which one to choose, I am really not sure. Uuuuh.”

“Doesn’t matter. It’s day again, so they are half as powerful as they were previously. Not interesting at all.”

Selis seems to be lacking a single shred of confidence while the rest of the group seem bored out of their mind as they murder everything with ease.
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W hat can I say, these dungeons look like a giant child’s toy box. So far, we have had a pillar, a triangular pyramid and a massive round hole. Is it one of those baby toys where you have to put the correct shape in the correct hole, maybe?

I can now cross ‘sphere’ off that list because that is exactly what I’m looking at. Will the next dungeon I find be a cube? Maybe an n-gon shape? The peak is technically a tetrahedron, so I will be on the lookout for any massive icosidodecahedron or other polyhedra. I look closely at the black sphere and see that its surface is smooth as it glistens in the morning sun.

Moving closer, I sense my ship. I send some qi into my eyes and the battered shape of the Ascent pops into view. What have those useless wastes of space been doing to my ship! Why are there robed figures scurrying about?

The mast is gone. That was qi reinforced wood, stronger than iron. How did they manage that? What the flip…

The deck is covered with scratches, the closer I get the more damage I see. Burn marks are interspersed with deep cuts and Lichtenberg figures, indicating lightning damage. The mast is just a splintered stub of wood and I see a few holes in the sides. That must have been quite the battle.

Still covered in stealth qi, I jump on the railing. Mages of all colours are walking about, studying the ship. Let’s get rid of these pests first.

Focusing the power of my heartcore, I pressurise my lungs. People used to do this all the time back in the cultivation world, sighing or coughing backed with the power of their cultivation base. I was never a fan of the practice, but it seems appropriate here.

SNORT

Small streams of blood fly everywhere as the mages get launched from the deck. Oops. Every one of them is bleeding from the ears as they land in the water. The shockwave of compressed air I just exhaled might have been a little too powerful.

The Ascent’s deck is now in even worse shape. The mast is entirely gone, the last fragments blown away by the front of violent air. Small cracks are now large cracks and the captain’s quarter is not rainproof anymore.

I cough a bit to clear my airways as I make my way into the ship while I ignore the panicked shouts around me. I see heaps of colourful cloth lying here and there, only the slow rising and falling of these lumps tells me that they are still alive. Once again, oops.

I walk towards the hold entrance and see a large cluster of unconscious mages around the hold entrance. The hold entrance is… covered in plants? Why is the hold entrance covered in plants? I send some qi through the cracks and sense bigger lumps lying in the hold. Did they abandon ship while locking up their mounts?

I’m sure they had their reasons? Whatever, I rip some of the vines from around the door, and they shatter like brittle metal. Angeta must have been experimenting with different forms of wood. These dark green plants seem half petrified.

“Come on you guys, let’s get out of here.”

The lumps slowly stand up as they stretch. My big blue bear yawns wider than seems physically possible and Selis’ cock ruffles his feathers. Tess’ mount is licking himself and Vox’s snake unfurls slowly as I hear its many joints pop one by one.

I pull the animals inside Tree where they start strolling around as they explore the place. This second remodelling of my pocket dimension has been the most expansive yet, so there is plenty to explore for the cultivating beasts.

I walk back up to the belowdecks and move to the front of my ship. There is a large cluster of unconscious mages laying around the bowls I set up. I look inside and see something fascinating.

All the singular mana type bowls have mutated fish. It seems like a premature ascension; parts of their bodies are turned into pure magic. A positive water mana fish looks like living glass, the single negative water mana fish left looks like it is constantly melting as its internal organs keep floating around.

All the dark mana bowls only have a single fish left? How did that happen? I observe the odd creatures for a bit and come to the conclusion that the light mana fish are a lot more chill than their dark counterparts. I put the dark earth mana fish in the dark fire mana fish’s bowl. They start fighting immediately.

I put the fish that has rocks sticking through its body back into its own bowl, allowing the burning fish to calm down again. Is it burning underwater and not producing steam? Single mana element overloads must cause mutations, I guess. Interesting, I will do more experiments later.

Closing my eyes, I sink my qi into the wood around me. I could normally just cover the entire thing in my spiritual sense, but that would also bring the mages along. So now I have to carefully cover only the ship itself. I grumble a bit as the extent of the damage becomes clear. There is little structural damage, the thick wooden beams too sturdy to break easily, but the superficial damage still stings at my heart. The fact that half of it came from my own snorting sound does not help my grief.

A single pull later and I - along with the mages still in the ship - fall into the sea. Well, the mages fall into the sea, I steady myself as I land on the waves. I’m surrounded by smaller mage boats now. Their occupants are pulling the drenched and drowning people on board. None have died. Not that I really care at this point, but indiscriminate killing is a slippery slope.

I focus on my students as I get ignored by all present. They are… that way. Into the gaping hole surrounded by quays, warehouses, walkways and other structures. So, into the gaping hole I go.

Lots of traps here. I scan once again. A serious number of traps here. Some of them are so poisonous they might be dangerous to me were it not for my heartcore. I stroll through the tunnel as I study the many-bladed contraptions cleverly hidden in the damp passageway.

There is a lot of shadow energy here. I don’t think that this place has seen sunlight in a long time, but there is still more shadow power than there should be. That should be Tess. She pulled entire trees through her shadows when we were constructing the Ascent. I don’t think that taking a few people with her is a problem for the girl.

I end up at a room I recognise from the Tower. A set of stairs going down to the left, and a swirling, dark doorway to the right. Should I prevent this dungeon from absorbing my qi? I really should, but my latest experience with the mage factions made me care about their well-being a lot less. No, don’t think about that horrible soul-scarring island, happy thoughts. It’s gone now anyway…

I walk down the stairs taking them three steps at a time. The tunnel ends in a grass-covered field, illuminated by many small green lights on the ceiling. Anger and compassion nibble at my senses, but I ignore the emotional impulses with ease.

A single crystal dims a bit as leaves grow longer and form a humanoid shape. I flick my finger at it, sending a precise and focused version of the shockwave I used earlier at it. It explodes into green confetti. The light dims, and I catch the falling crystal.

I put it under my nose and breathe in. Pure nature mana enters my lungs. It is fifty-fifty positive and negative mana. This is actually a rather important find. The majority of the mana crystals I have found so far contain only a single type of mana. This crystal contains both. No wonder the mages are so protective of this place.

The conversion rate of a single mana type to qi is as horrible as my earlier tests proved. I sense traces of my disciples here and there, faint remnants of used-up qi hanging in the air.

Did the dungeon reset already? I look upwards and see two mana crystals dim. This is too slow for my liking. I send out a whole bunch of mana threads and attach them to the crystals. I don’t lose control of my qi. That means that the dungeon does not have a lot of control over them. I experimentally touch a nanoscopic amount of qi to the ceiling and need to fight to keep control over the power. This dungeon has the same energy-sucking effect as the Tower, then.

I pull on the qi-threads and I get showered in cracked mana crystals. They dissipate at a visible rate. Compromising the structural integrity of these things apparently releases all the mana rather quickly. I surround them in qi and compress the gaseous mana and crystals into a single point.

I smile at the perfect green sphere hovering in front of me. Forceful reconstruction seems to work just fine with these things. I put it inside my ring and stroll towards the exit, my casual way of walking propelling me forwards with speed.

I see clear glass shapes everywhere once I walk down the stairs. I’m guessing this is a light level? One of the ceiling lights dims a bit, and some of the crystals shatter, forming a spider. I frown as I cast out my threads of qi again. I pull, and the spider shatters along with all the light mana shards. Another round of compression and I’m left with a large clear orb that has an intense brightness in its centre.

I do some parkour and flips as the crystals shatter under my feet. The entrance is pretty close by and I speed down the stairs.

A true cave is next. Rocks everywhere. I forcefully collect all the crystals on the ceiling and move on. I speed through level after level, following the trail my students left behind. Their energy signatures are faint though, fainter than they should be. It feels like something is separating me from the actual physical space my disciples went through.

I never actually tested if the dungeons put each group in their own space. I think that the possibility-computer at the dungeon’s core is capable of shifting space so that multiple groups can exist inside the same room at the same time. A self-analysation process alerts me to the fact that Tess and I seemingly shared the same space in the Tower. Let’s study that later.

I electrify a lake of water and collect the crystals dropping from the ceiling as all the sea creatures start floating belly up. I kick a massive rock snake and spare a moment to watch it splatter against the wall. A large black cat looks cute, so I pet it. Looking at the crater, I come to the conclusion that I might have petted it a bit too hard. I break its neck to release it from its suffering and go to the next level.

The resting area between the twentieth and twenty-first floor is thick with spent qi. Ket and Tess must have sparred over there, their energies mixing as the spent power dissipates slowly. A relatively thick aura of light tells me that Vox and Ares spent their time sitting against the wall and the green remnants allow me to conclude that Angeta rested here.

Spinning a thread of augur to its smallest diameter, I probe the black wall. An incredibly dense structure of compressed stone appears in my mind. I keep control of my augur though, so the dungeons must not be able to influence this finer energy.

Just to be sure, I should set up a qi-collection formation on top of the dungeon. I haven’t given the dungeon any qi like I did with the Tower, but I still don’t know why the Tower snapped in half. I retract my augur and move on.

I speed through the levels while collecting the mana crystals the dungeon is so generously providing me. It seems to have caught on to me though, the moment I set foot in a room all the crystals dim. I watch the monsters form for a few seconds, only to watch them collapse when I pull the gems from the ceiling.

I pause in a vast desert level briefly to pull some sand into Tree. The qi generating contrast between hot and cold is starting to produce higher amounts of qi now, so adding smaller quantities of qi-less materials will not harm it much. I show Tree a mental picture of a tropical beach, bright sand, cool waves and palm trees. Speaking of… I make a mental note to search this planet for palm trees.

A skeleton climbs up from the dune, gooey sand dripping from its frame. I give my qi threads a pull and it clatters into a dark pile of bones as the fire crystals high above shatter. Sand sprays behind me as I move towards the exit while gathering all the fire mana. The remnant energies of my disciples are getting slightly clearer, so I’m catching up to them.

The next level has some weird lighting tricks, dark light covering up the bright material the large space is made from. I sense - more than see - black shapes forming as the ceiling becomes a little less dark. More humanoids, pretty boring.

I have some trouble attaching qi threads to the crystals here, almost losing some of my qi as I miss the black crystals. I can’t rely on sight and scanning with qi senses is tricky if I can’t touch the walls. The grid scanning trick I used in the Tower dungeon is not useful here, instead of narrow corridors, these rooms are just large open areas with obstacles here and there.

The small crystals are way too small to scan with such a crude grid. It takes me an entire extra second to disarm this floor. I must be getting rusty or something. Next is another water level, the exit is underwater. The water golems shatter into a fine spray when the ceiling crystals yield under my qi threads, but this does not deter the mass of seething sharks coming my way. I find the diving bell construction in front of the stairs going down pretty quickly.

I form small crystals of ice and send one shooting towards each shark. The friction with the water makes them evaporate into steam, but the concentrated shock waves are enough to crush their skulls anyway. I snatch a few shark fins, stuffing them in my ring at high speed. Shark fin soup is pretty good.

Fierce winds are next. This is floor thirty? I check my memories, and this is indeed floor thirty. The stairs end in a massive drop. The wind is so fierce here that the refractive effect limits visibility. I shatter the ceiling crystals, and the wind dies down.

Aw shucks, I was hoping that this would be a challenge. The wind wasn’t even strong enough to affect my qi threads. I see the exit on the opposite side of the enormous, spherical shaped room. I jump, land and speed through.

Another waiting area. I move on through the stairs going down, not even glancing at the dark, swirling doorway. I stop halfway down the staircase.

Where did the energy remains go? Walking back to the waiting room in between levels, I still don’t feel them. I walk back inside the spherical room and still don’t feel them. I jump up towards the entrance high above and still don’t feel them. I walk back up the stairs and finally feel traces of my students.

I sigh in relief. I almost thought I would have to do all that research again. Looking for brats who have an affinity but no strong ties was quite a bit of mental work. Walking up and down the staircase for a bit allows me to vaguely sense where they currently are.

A quick focus on my braincore tells me that they should be halfway down the stairs. What are they doing? I’m sure that they should be able to shatter the crystals as I did. Why can’t I see them?

Closing my eyes, I sink into a slight trance. First, I reaffirm the basics. ‘I am me. I exist. No one will be able to change that for as long as I’m alive. I exist in space.’

I open my eyes and I see a riot of colours flicker out of existence. That was trippy. I saw a lot of black, some skin tones, some red and a slight hint of blue and white.

‘This fist exists. I am this fist. None will block this fist.’

I slowly exert pressure.

‘This fist goes wherever it wants. No stupid alien high tech probability supercomputer can change that.’

Small cracks surround my clenched hand.

‘This fist goes through space. Because it goes through space it goes through time. Frozen in space means no evidence of it moving in time. This fist exists in space and time because I move it. There is nothing more sure in this multiverse.’


⁂
 

Reality starts to warp as two massive wills fight an unseen battle. Cracks appear in two places at once, each pair of jagged lines a perfect copy. Veins start to bulge in one of the places, on the single fist. Reality cracks like glass as two possibilities start collapsing into a unity.

A fluffy white streak smashes through both spaces as a certain rabbit tackles a certain millennia-old cultivator.









Chapter twenty-four
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W eird shadows all around, Tess is having the time of her life. Instead of sticking to the dark corners, she can - in this room - traverse all where the light normally reaches. She pops a hand from the middle of a large, square block, stabbing a slightly darker shade in the midsection. It collapses as the spear made from shadows attracts the very fabric the construct is made of, and a dark crystal falls from the ceiling.

Instead of crashing and breaking, it disappears the moment it lands. Only Tess can see this though, and she guides the speedy piece of mana through the shadows, making it shoot out of her hand. Against the back of Ket’s head.

“Catch.”

Rubbing the back of his head, Ket looks at the smiling girl with an annoyed expression. “You are supposed to say that before you throw it.”

“I didn’t throw it though. I just rerouted its speed.”

“Don’t start lecturing me on technicalities; hurry up and kill those shadow things. You are the only one who can actually see in here.”

Smile on her face; she lets the shadows all around swallow her. She winks just before her head disappears under the dark surface and Ket is barely able to prevent another fragment of solid mana crashing into his face.

The half-blind group follows a grumbling Ket as they traverse the weird environment. Vox is constantly glowing, his shining exterior fighting the darkness pouring down from overhead. His pale face is even paler than usual. Occasionally, he puts the green gem in his free hand to his forehead, putting it away when they start moving again. He shifts his arm wrapped around his sister, brushing against Angeta’s fur who is holding Ares up on her other side.

“I’m getting worried, Ares has not said a single word since we left the resting area.”

“She’ll be fine. I can’t imagine that Teach doesn’t know what is happening right now.” Replies Angeta as she sniffs the air. “A bit to the left. I smell fresh air over there.”

“Lola, hold still. Why are you squirming around so much? whoops.” Selis barely keeps standing as the shadows hide an uneven patch of floor.

“Do we have any Ascending Rose Extract Water from a divine source?” Vox asks as the group waits. Tess throws a few more mana crystals their way, and they start moving again.

“Is that good eating?”

“No Bord, it’s actually highly poisonous, but it might suppress her symptoms. What about a fragment of an Underworld Stream of Sapped Souls? That would be useful right about now.”

“Do you see any underworld soul things around here?” growls Angeta as she kicks a square piece of floor from her path. The slightly glowing shadow under the cube disappears, and she keeps walking.

“No, but I don’t know what you all have in your rings. How about Moonling Dancing Grass of the Sickle?”

“Oooh, is that a white flower with sharp edges?” asks Selis.

“YES! Please give it to me.”

“I don’t have any, but Tree was growing lots of them in the garden.”

Incoherent sounds flow from Vox’s lips as he curses under his breath. Ares joins him with a weak groan as she hits her shin against a triangular black rock.

“Lola, hold still. Walking in this darkness is hard enough without you acting up. What’s wrong?” The small girl holds on to the struggling rabbit with all her might. The critter only calms down when they finally reach the entrance.

The shadowed stairway is a lot brighter than the previous room and sighs of relief can be heard as the group finally can see where they are walking again. Only Tess looks back at the room with a longing gaze while juggling some dark crystals.

“You got her?”

“Yeah Angy, thanks.” Angeta gingerly lets Ares’ weight rest against Vox’s side as they enter the downwards tunnel. Vox has taken two steps down the stairs when he trips over his sister’s feet. The two lose contact, and the qi inside Ares goes on a rampage the moment contact is lost. Blood starts trickling from her nose as she crumples into a heap, rolling down the stairs.

“SIS, NO!”

“Blrgegregeegggrrlaaah.”

Vox jumps after her, grabbing a leg and lying down just above her. He ignores the steps digging into his body while closing his eyes and flooding her with qi again. The remnants of his qi left in her body come under his control quickly, but the damage is already done.

“Lola, stop squirming!”

“Sis, please be alright.”

“Bleeeerg.”

Ket frowns at the spectacle in front of him. “It’s all fun and games until someone dies from acute cell deterioration, huh. Maybe we should take-”

A spiderweb of cracks cuts his speech short. Four stubby lines in the air just down the stairs cause tears in reality. Slightly glowing, the anomaly is clearly visible to the light-starved group.

“LOLA STO- HURK”

Selis fails to keep hold of the struggling rabbit. Lola uses a bit of serious force to free herself, causing the blue-haired girl to plop her butt down on the stairs. Bord dodges the rabbit by instinct as Angeta’s grab attempt only catches air.

The rabbit kicks off the dungeon wall, leaving cracks in the compressed rock as she kicks off. Aiming for the spatial anomaly, the white streak disappears for a millisecond.

CRUNCHBOOMFWHooOOP

A sound so bizarre it would be hard to put into words echoes through the narrow tunnel. Before anyone can react, the world turns white.


⁂
 

OOOOF

I tuck myself in, forming a ball as I do multiple backflips while falling back down the stairs. I hug the fluffy bundle to my chest and land in a crouch. “I missed you too, you shitty rabbit.”

Putting her on my shoulder, I walk up the stairs. Reality broke slightly when I punched through the spatial separation, and I sensed the dungeon eliminating the overlap. A thin sheet of something incorporeal was in between me and my students. My fist cracked it, and the dungeon solved the impossibility of two spaces inhibiting the same space by removing this sheet.

“Hey guys, everything alright?” Which means I can now see the sorry group of idiots laying and standing on the stairs just above me.

Vox stares at me with blank eyes while he holds on to the leg of his sister, who is right in front of me. Selis rubs her butt as she looks at Lola with teary eyes while Bord rises from a crouch. Ket seems agitated, and Angeta looks at me with an indifferent gaze. I sense Tess appearing from a shadow behind me.

I grin at them while rubbing Lola’s head. She nuzzles my neck as she cuddles up to me. It’s good to be back. “I see you guys followed my advice of keeping out of trouble. Let’s first fix this, though.”

I snap my finger, sending out a small burst of qi towards the shivering, groaning, and generally pathetic figure in front of me.

‘ANTI QI, ONE PLUS ONE IS ZERO, ELIMINATION BY ADDITION’

“You can heal her now, Vox.”

The shivering stops as the rampaging qi in Ares’s body gets turned into ambient heat. Lights dance across her skin as Vox sends his healing qi inside her. I’d love to mention something about her pale face regaining a rosy complexion, but she is lying face down.

“Did the Tower explode again?”

“No, Tess. There was a nasty dragon infestation though, but I handled it.”

I start walking down the stairs to the next room. I wonder if the dungeon pulled my students into my possibility space or if I am in theirs now. The next floor is another water floor, the one where I crushed all the crystals in the ceiling already.

“Uuuh, what is happening?”

“Ares, you are okay! Thank the givers. How do you feel? Are you still sick?” Vox asks his questions in a rapid-fire manner. I ignore the chattering behind me while entering the water themed room.

There are a few crystals on the ceiling. Huh? Why are there crystals on a part of the ceiling? I snap my fingers and execute my grid-based scanning spell. Blue lines flash into existence and I feel Lola stamping her feet against my shoulders. I missed her on purpose, why does she hate that scanning method so much? “Stupid rabbit, why don’t you like those lines?”

She tries to nibble on my collarbone, but can’t get any purchase with her blunt teeth. I snatch her from my shoulder and look her in the eyes. Big black eyes peer at me. I can see faint tears welling up in them as she acts innocent.

“You don’t fool me with that cute face; don’t bite me.” I glare at her, but all she does is wiggle her nose a bit.

Placing her back, I look over the scanning results. The probable cause of the partially crystal-covered ceiling becomes obvious when I think back on the relative positions of me and my students.

The dungeon must have eliminated half of our relative dimensions. I felt something happening, but could not grasp what it actually did. The partially crystal-covered ceiling indicates the dividing line between me and my students’ dimension, a clear line that ran in between the group and me. The staircase comes into this room at an angle.

A sword pierces the water just beside me as it chops a tentacle covered shark in two. Selis hops over the water surface to my position, her eyes on Lola. She casually waves a hand and a big deer forming from the water explodes into mist.

“Have you guys been clearing these floors in this manner?”

“What manner?” Ket asks as he grabs the returning sword from the air.

“Waiting for the monsters to form.”

“How else?” asks Ket while orchestrating his swords back and forth.

I launch a few qi threads towards the remaining crystals in reply to that rather dumb question. I pull and compress the shattered crystals into a small orb, which I present to the group.

Silence reigns as all my disciples stare at me. Bord scratches his belly while looking at the freshly made sashimi all around. Tess forms a dagger from shadows, twirling it around her fingers as she eyes the ceiling. Ket has covered his face with a single hand.

“No, no, don’t make the dungeon angry, please.” A weak voice comes from the redhead clinging to Vox’s back.

I stare Ares in the eyes. “How can I make a computer angry?”

She tilts her head. “What is an addition machine?”

I sigh. I will have to introduce some new words to this language. “Let’s just get a move on. I have a lot of things to discuss with you guys. Sel, the exit is below the surface over there, can you make us a bubble?”

The blue-haired girl in question opens her eyes wide. “You mean I can control water to go below the surface?”

I sigh again. “We have a lot to discuss.”









Chapter twenty-five
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“H nnnnnngh” Beads of sweat appear on Selis’ forehead as she spreads her arms. The water surface in a circle around her starts to sink, forming a half sphere with a level floor. The seven passengers let out appreciative murmurs as they sink through the water surface, the smooth watery walls giving them a perfect view of their surroundings.

Bits of chopped up aquatic fauna skims across the half sphere, leaving red trails in its wake. They sink quickly, and another wave of the small girl’s arms causes them to rise towards the diving bell structure containing the stairs going to the next level.

“Now that we all have calmed down let me say a few lines. I decided to take things a bit more seriously. So, I want to make some plans from the future; feel free to butt in with any suggestions.” I make eye contact with everyone one by one as they walk past me down the stairs.

Bord raises a hand, and I nod in response. “What happened to your face?”

I drag a hand across the subject in question and feel my patchy and scruffy beard. That ball of fire qi I stuffed inside the volcano must have done more damage than I thought.

‘CUT, BLADE, THE BEST A MAN CAN GET.”

Sliding a qi clad finger across my face leaves it baby smooth.

‘GROW YOU FUCKING HAIR, MAKE DAT STRATIFIED SQUAMOUS KERATINIZED EPITHELIUM’

A glorious new beard grows from my face as my follicles go into overdrive. I do some slight trimming and present it to my audience.

“Better?”

They all look weirdly at my impromptu barber trick. Selis is staring at me with especially big eyes as she rubs her hand through her short hair. She scrunches up her face as her hair starts glowing blue while it slowly turns in a wild mop. The brightest smile I have seen from her yet appears on her face while she strokes her fingers through the blue locks.

“That was one of the first things I tried.” Angeta pulls a long, grey and glossy tail from her pants, a rare gentle smile on her face as she too starts running her hands across it.

“This is a good example of what I want to talk about.” All attention goes back to me as I continue talking.

Ket is totally ignored, along with the grand total of five facial hairs that he managed to grow from his face. He pulls them out while wincing, tears forming in his eyes. I want to ask if those tears are from physical or emotional pain but decide not to. I see Tess hold back her laughter and decide to spare the boy by changing the subject.

“I never had a chance to do this in my previous world because of entrenched, ancient, power hungry, and powerful authorities, but I want to start a school. Qi is pretty much omnipotent; I want to see what happens when I create a society where qi and cultivation information is freely shared and built upon.”

Ares is looking at me like I’m crazy; the rest has doubt clearly written across their faces. I sigh and rub Lola under the chin. She is the only one who truly understands me.

“Let’s get a move on first.” The next room turns out to be from my half of the dimension rift, the ceiling is completely bare of crystals. I jump down and walk towards the exit. Soft thumps followed by a short scream sounds out behind me. Ares must not have liked the fact that Vox jumped without informing her. A decent walk later, we are all gathered inside the resting area between level thirty and thirty-one.

I weave a protective web of qi, forming it into a slightly glowing ball of thin strands. Grabbing my necklace, I hang it in the middle of the stone room. “You guys go first. I have something to discuss with Ares.”

Everyone casts glances between Ares and me. Bord is the first to touch the floating piece of jewellery and disappears. The rest follow soon after until only me, Ares, and Vox are left behind.

“Anything I should know about your sis?”

He looks around nervously until I see him making up his mind. “No, please let her join us.”

I stare him in the eyes for a good ten seconds. He does not look away, so I nod and motion for him to move on. He casts one last glance at the nervous girl before joining the rest inside Tree. I turn my full attention to the fidgeting girl. “Any affiliations?”

She startles and looks at me. “Affiliations?”

“Yeah, I picked those kids for two reasons. They have some sort of affinity inside their bodies that I was unfamiliar with, and they didn’t have any strong attachments to this world. You have the light affinity in your body, just like Vox. But am I going to find out that you have sworn some soul oath or something like that?”

Eyes wide, she starts talking quickly. “No, no, only master mages have responsibilities that tie them to their factions permanently. I barely qualify as a journey mage. Nobody would miss me. My parents practically sold me to Wave when they found out that I have a connection to the light. I didn’t even have an official master back at Wave Island, only an old man that was kind to me because of my positive outlook. I was only allowed to read the primer dungeon book on light magic.”

I hold up my hand to stop the waterfall of words coming from her mouth. “Any reasons why I should let you join us?”

I have been slowly ramping up the amount of aura I’m releasing. Similar to back when I made those stupid kids disciples of mine, I’m gradually ramping up what I allow her to feel. It seems to be having an even more significant effect on her. She does not even have a core formed yet. I think I won’t let out my vicious aura, for now. Heart attacks are not funny.

Alright, a small sliver then. She grows even paler as she senses the slight amount of killing intent I start releasing. 

Tears start to form in her eyes, and I can see her starting to break down. “I don’t know. I was so happy when I saw Voxander standing on that ship. He changed so much and acted completely different, but I still just knew it was him. Since then it was total chaos all the time, and then I became sick, and there is a beastwoman, but nobody treats her like a slave, and that bunny should be killing us all, but it’s just acting cute all the time. I was just getting used to the way I should act in mage society, and now it’s all completely different again, and then I got sick and… and…”

At this time, she starts blubbering uncontrollably while tears streak down her face. I made a girl cry. All the emotional baggage I saw behind her eyes is now flowing out. I retract my aura and kneel by her side.

“There, there. Let it all out. Come on, let’s not keep the rest waiting.” Student-master contracts don’t take that well on mortals. The qi doesn’t have a cultivation base to grab onto, so a lot more power is needed to reinforce it. This then limits the amount of qi the mortal can absorb by themselves.

It’s a great way to keep a lot of mortals in check, not so great when you don’t intend to exploit the mortal in question. I grab her by the arm and guide the snivelling girl to the necklace. I weave a qi-repulsion net around her head to stop her from being qi-poisoned again and pull her after me while entering Tree.

“GATHER ROUND!”

Lola jumps from my shoulder and goes to greet Tree. I leave Ares behind as she looks around with bulging eyes. I walk to the group of students. Vox runs towards his sister, but I grab him by the scruff of his neck and haul him behind me. I throw him next to the group of students as Selis returns from inspecting the garden.

“What happened to my ship?” I point a finger to the sorry vessel lying at the edge of the clearing while asking the question in a rather biting manner.

They all turn slightly pale at the viciousness in my voice. I liked that ship. Now its pristine and sleek lines are interrupted by black areas of charred wood and deep tears.

“It wasn’t in such horrible shape when we left it.” Ket’s reply is immediate. He must have prepared a list of excuses to say in advance.

I pause for a bit. I don’t look them in the eyes while replying. “Uhm, he-he, then who did all that? It sure as hell wasn’t me. No way that I would damage my own ship, right? Right?”

Ket looks at me with suspicion as the rest look down. “I left the stealth field on. The mages could not have found it.”

“You are truly an idiot sometimes. Of course they are going to find something with the number of ships floating around this place. Just because it’s sort of invisible does not mean it’s not physically there.”

I throw my hands up. “Whatever. You guys will fix it. I finally got a volcano, so there will be plenty of qi to go around to do it. Anyway, I wanted to tell you guys to find a comfortable seat. I am going to tell you some proper fundamentals. That should allow you guys to stop being so weak.”

Angeta looks slightly pissed off as she plays around with some strands of grass. “We managed to fight against the combined mage factions. I think we are pretty powerful already.”

Ares is finally done gawking at the environment and ambles towards us. She jumps up into the air as I start laughing uncontrollably.

“HAHAHAHAAAAAA OH GOD. Wait, you were, he-he, serious? Let me laugh, HAHA, even harder. HAAAHAAAHAAA”

I double over as that absurd statement electrifies my funny bone. Her self-confidence is good. It’s just so misplaced it’s hilarious. Slowly, I calm down. Crawling back up, a steaming beastkin greets my sight. “Hee-hee, oh goodness, I know it’s rude to laugh in your face like that. Let me show you why though.”

Motioning towards my castle, my qi clone floats out the front door. Having another completely white version of me floating there is slightly creepy, so I weave some qi into a blank faceplate mask. I fiddle around with it some more. The qi has started to solidify, making a perfect copy of every cell of my body. I then limit the crap out of it. Eyeing Angeta, I set the limiter to the exact amount of qi that she has, both in her core and in her body.

“You all remember my trusty qi clone, right? I limited his power levels to the amount of qi you possess.” I wave my arms around a bit. “And now it has the same amount of skill as a standard sect disciple of your power level. Try to beat him up, if you’re so great.”

Grass swirls around the beastkin, covering her fur in a plant exoskeleton. She sways like a leaf, imitating the leaves wrapping around her as she uses the fighting style I gave her. My white clone just stands there, unmoving. She jumps towards him with a loud roar. A single punch later, the plants fall from her body as she vomits up her lunch.

“The reason I’m so dismissive about all those sects is because they severely limit potential. Those fighting techniques are many thousands of years old and have long since been perfected at the lower realms. I dislike them because they force their students on paths not their own. This is helpful if you want a lot of medium-power fighters but destroys any end-game potential.

“Forcing someone down a well-trodden road allows them to speed on through the beginning stages. They will grind to a halt later on. The sects blamed this slowing down of cultivation prowess on talent, affinity, or aptitude. Making your own path is a slower route in general, but allows you to continue on long after those pre-made-path idiots ground to a halt. The only way to not get stuck between an unsuitable foundation and your own path is to learn from someone else’s road, not copy them verbatim.”

Ket seems to understand what I am talking about, Tess has a thoughtful look on her face, but the rest doesn’t seem to get it. I look back and see Ares standing in earshot of my little lecture.

“Time for a practical example, I think. Ares, come here and sit down in a manner that you find comfortable.”

She timidly walks over, eyes still puffy from crying. She calmed down a little, and she seems a bit more at ease now.

“Starting your cultivation is a rather important step. Organisations and sects in my previous world taught people to imagine patterns, scriptures, and things related to their way of cultivation when forming their qi-gathering core. The prospective cultivators were then supposed to shove all this stuff, alongside with the qi they were absorbing, in their core location. The ripple sect example I told you guys about a while ago is a good example of this.

“I formed your cores by shoving a perfect image of your physical bodies in the location that responded best. This then forms a fairly neutral starting point, not great at any specific thing and a bit weak, but great for finding your own path.

“By the way, don’t be afraid to destroy your current cultivation base in order to try something new. I restarted a couple of dozen times before I found a path that I really liked. Not all of them were by my own choice, but that’s not relevant right now.”

I see some of my audience shivering. I control my breathing as I reign in my murderous thoughts.

I then touch Ares, sending some qi streaming towards her gut, heart and brain. My entire mind fills with a high-detail scan of her body. Her brain feels… flat. Her heart has a nice response, but I get the same from her gut. The heart it is then, that should prevent some of the diarrhoea, and it will be temporary anyway.

I shove the clinical scan of her body inside her heart while I make sure to have no stray thoughts. My entire mind is filled with the physical structure of the poor girl next to me.

“There, I just saved you a couple of months of work.” I smile widely at her as she clutches her chest. I remove the qi repulsor around her head, and she touches her throat. Vox runs towards his sister and is about to try healing her. I once again grab him by the scruff of his neck and throw him backwards.

“Don’t interfere. She just had her core formed.”

“You okay, Ares?”

Cough cough “Uhm, yeah. I feel fine. Actually, I feel great!”

“This is what I call a neutral core. You all have a neutral core. It’s a great starting point that is okay at everything, but not great at anything.”

I let that sink in for a bit. Ket seems to understand, but he has a braincore, so that’s to be expected. “Yes Angeta, what is it?”

“How did you really form our cores?”

“I shoved a perfect scan of your bodies inside the core location that felt the best.”

“Right, so all braincores tend to give answers useless to us normal cultivators. Got it…”

“I welcome you to try it yourself. You all have a good grasp on what you want out of your cultivation by now. Simply release all of your qi and keep doing that for a few hours. You will feel a snap and then you’ll feel horrible. It kind of sucks, losing the support of qi, but it allows you to customise your cultivation from the start.”

“Why would we want to do that?” asks Selis.

“Back in the cultivation world, the standard way to begin cultivating involved a lot of chanting, mental images, spells, movements and all sorts of nonsense. Each method had its own quirks. Your current cores have none of those specialities.

“Selis, you should release all the qi in your body and focus on the spot you want a core in while thinking about what you like the most about your current skills. If you spend that time thinking of going fast, you will become the fastest being in the universe at your power level. Think of controlling a single aspect of water during your initial core forming, that single aspect will be under your command without any effort.

“It’s like qi itself.” I spin a small sphere of qi over the palm of my hand. “This is neutral qi. Pure, untainted potential. It has a lot of utility, but not a lot of applied power. I can do some water and fire tricks, but turning all my qi into fire attuned qi will make my flames a lot more powerful. My water control would get shit though, so I like to keep it neutral.”

Ares is moving her arms, a blissful expression on her face. I look at Bord, he hides the feeling of pleasure while moving well, but he never stands completely still.

“Ares, run as fast as you can.”

“Wha?”

I don’t say anything else, I just jump at her, flooding the poor girl with murderous aura-tinted qi. She pales and bolts immediately. I speed after her, catching up a second or three later. I grab her and drag her back to the group.

“You all saw how fast she went?” My disciples nod with dumbstruck faces. “Great.”

I grab my experimental subject even tighter, pulling on the qi I left to coalesce inside her heart. It still has my fingerprints all over it, Ares’ subconscious didn’t have the time yet to overwrite the control I have over the qi. Ares pales even further as I gently rip the energy from her body and heart.

“Now watch what happens.” I keep the dazed girl aloft while beginning the core forming process all over again. “Speed, fast, quick, momentum, blitz, pace, really really really fast, quickness, fastness, alacrity, velocity, just really fucking fast.”

Under the effect of my mumbled words and the guided qi, her heartcore reforms. I grin as I present the girl to the group of observers. “She is now a heartcore cultivator again. You all heard what I was thinking about while forming her core. This is a core formed with the aspect of speed. Observe!”
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Ares barely has the time to come to her senses as she feels that terrifying horror again. The muddled thoughts spinning through her brain get replaced with one single message, ‘RUN RUN RUN RUN OR YOU’RE DEAD RUN NOW HURRY FOR FUCK’S SAKE RUN RUN!’

So, she runs. The freshly formed heartcore inside of her body just finished linking to her cells, and it uses her instincts to squeeze as much speed out of every single muscle fibre as possible. Trees flit by as her eyes fail to keep up with her rapid movements.

All the information her touch-sensitive nerve endings register rush through the new core as it uses each scrap of data to fuel her speedy retreat. The terror in her belly makes her do some impressive tricks while running away.

It’s all for nought though, as a hand grabs her collar. The terror is gone at once, allowing the muddle-headed girl to take stock of what is happening.

“See? She was at least twice as fast. Her movements were different because she has less strength with this core setup.”

“What happens if I were to think of body reinforcement while reforming my braincore?” asks Ket.

“You’d become the worst body cultivator in the universe, I think.”

“Can I control dead plants and wood by reforming my core?” asks Angeta.

“Sure, you can think of manipulating matter. Limiting yourself to only wood is a bit… narrow-minded and limiting, I guess. You would be the best wood manipulator ever though. You guys want another demonstration?”

“Please let my sister go…” begs Ares.

“Hell no, I finally get to confirm so many of my theories.”

Ares feels the glowing warmth in her chest being sucked away again. Her clear headedness disappears as she sinks into a stupor.

“What do you guys want to see next? Maybe a strength-focused heartcore?”

“Make her be good at triangles.”

“Bord, what does that even mean? You know what, I’ll give it a try.” Silence reigns for a while as Ares struggles to make sense of this situation. “Triangles, lines, two lines where three points meet, three edges, three vertices.”

The warmth gathers at her chest once again. The first time it felt nice. The second time it felt fleeting. This time it just feels weird. Ares wants to cry as her head clears up once again. She glares at the horrible man, who is still holding her by the scruff of her neck.

He dodges her clumsy punch with ease, and she falls onto her face. A triangular tear runs down her cheek as she decides to just give in to this super weird situation.
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T he wind causes Re-Haan’s hair to flow above her in a long streak of messy white strands. The falling figure approaches the black rock below fast, so she commands the wind to cushion her fall. A slight breeze along her face prevents her hair from whipping into her eyes as she lands in a crouch.

Dust swirls around the humanoid dragon. Standing up, she looks towards the towering mountain. She wants to say ‘it’s good to be home,’ but that would be lying. The black peak is obscured by clouds, a permanent mist covering the home base of the entire race of dragons.

Looking upwards, she sees three small dots coasting on the updraft caused by the massive mountain. Re-Haan actually feels slightly guilty. She spent the trip coming here testing out her newly gained cultivation. She tried out every trick Drew recorded inside the jade slip dangling between her breasts.

There’s a massive gulf between knowing something in theory and knowing something in a practical sense. She thought that hearing his story made her a cultivation expert, until she tried to do all the things he talked about.

The first commands she sent towards the trio brainwashed them completely, every single thought inside their heads replaced with her orders. She learned some finer control on the way here, and the trio of dragons should be back to normal after a few centuries of sleep.

She hopes.

The steep slope crumbles under her footsteps, and she notices that the solid stone is - in reality - finely compacted ash. It’s like walking through fine snow. Re-Haan flew over this mountain countless times, and it’s the first time she ever realised that these grey rocks are not a solid as they seem.

She keeps walking while trying to flatten her feet into some form of snowshoes. Drew also included his preliminary findings and conclusions about the draconic changing process in the necklace.

She spent half of this trip gaining control over her qi. The other half she filled with experimenting with the changing process. She has some control over it now.

Simply imagining her flesh, blood and bones as tightly interlocked stones that are glued together allows her a crude control over her shape. The energy that pours through her locking organ is like a glue solvent, allowing her to rearrange the very structure of her body.

Gently turning the tumbler under her heart, she guides a trickle of the energy towards her bare legs and feet. Dissolving the glue holding her feet together and rearranging the soft flesh, she covers the limb with flat, wide scales. Her left foot dissolves mid-step as scales grow from the goop.

She can’t control the liquid version of her body at all, so she just uses the wind to shape it from the outside. She puts her transformed foot down. A smile graces her angular face as the flat scales no longer sink through the layer of ash.

She found that leaving the bones intact was tricky in the beginning. She’s very glad for the fact that she did a full body scan as Drew recommended in the jade. Else she would have spent days trying to get her limbs back to their original shape.

The roaring trio calms down as Re-Haan’s influence begins to leave them. The mountain under her feet rumbles while the members of the Flight who are on duty respond to the trio’s emergency calls. Flapping sounds combine with ground-shaking footsteps as she sees winged shape after shape emerge from the fog. She jumped off her ride at their maximum flight altitude. It will take the on-duty dragons some time to reach their height.

‘I SHALL NOT BE SEEN. NONE SHALL OBSERVE ME’

Enough time for her to slip inside the cave complex unnoticed. She has some things to settle, after all.


⁂
 

“Why does he haaaate meeeee…?” Terrible, feminine wails sound from a small piece of forest lit by multiple small suns hanging in a cloud covered sky.

“He does these kinds of things for a reason, you know?” answers a black-haired boy standing next to the sorry figure.

“Vooox, I don’t like this Teacher guy, let’s leave!”

“I am jealous of your situation, and you act like it’s the worst thing that ever happened to you.” A redhaired boy sitting next to the complaining girl opens his eyes. “Releasing all of my qi into the atmosphere is seriously uncomfortable. He rebuilt your cultivation at least ten times, and all you do is complain.”

“But… but… he scared me and chased me and did weird things to me. He violated my-”

“He helped you, sis. You might not see it, but your aura feels more powerful than ours was after a week of cultivation and fighting. He does weird things all the time, but in the end, they all have a purpose. Ket, how are you doing?”

“This sucks on multiple levels. It feels like my soul is leaving my head.” Ket opens a single eye as he keeps rubbing his temples.

“I feel like my body is slowly dying. Ugh, why couldn’t Teach have used me as a cultivation base example.”

Ares looks at her brother with a withering glare. “You could have volunteered to take my place. He forcefully formed my core based on fear that one time! I thought everything in the world was out to kill me!”

“Your water control rivalled Selis when he rebuilt your core based on fear. She had to control water constantly for a long time to get to that level, and you managed to do that with a cultivation base minutes old!” Ket vents his frustration at the whining girl, his usually calm face showing a rare streak of irritation.

“GATHER ROUND!”

The small group slowly stands up as Ares keeps complaining. “But it was really sca-”

“THERE’S FOOD!”

Ares is looking at the places Ket and Vox just inhabited. The gusts of wind they made while moving at top speed messes with her hair. With an exasperated expression on her face, she starts walking in the direction the shouts came from.


⁂
 

Ares joins us for dinner by the time half the food has disappeared from the table. I nibble on some breaded, fried vegetables as she takes a chair. She looks at my disciples eating with blissful expressions on their faces while gingerly reaching for a plate. Bord snatches it before her hand gets halfway. She pouts and seizes another plate.

I dodge the flying food, the dish the redheaded girl grabbed at exploding. “Ares, control your strength. Wasting food is not allowed.”

She drops the empty plate back on the table as I hand her another dish. She bites into one of the meat-and-veg rolls. Her face blooms into amazement at the first bite and seconds later she is enthusiastically fighting the other students over the dishes.

“Right.” They all look at me, only pausing for a second before ignoring me and focusing on the food again. I shrug and take another bite of a pie loaded with qi-rich fruit. “Let’s eat first.”

I take away the empty plates and fill the table with steaming food once again. Only Bord and Ares are still eating by the time the second round of food is nearly gone. “Don’t put food in your rings. They don’t keep food fresh like mine does.”

Ket sighs, Tess groans, and Angeta growls as they make a couple of dishes appear on the table. Bord and Ares both snatch half as they keep eating.

“I am going to continue my lecture; just keep chowing down.” I form another ball of qi over my palm. “Once again, this is neutral qi. I love it because my specialisation has to do with mental strength. I don’t enjoy the feeling of having some highly specific qi floating inside my head. You all, however…” I circle my pointing finger over the entire group. “…should all at least try forming a specialised qi and cultivation system once.

“It’s like starting a journey. Neutral qi is the beginning point. From here on you have to take your first step. There is an infinite amount of directions to choose from. After the first step, you can take another one, once again having to choose from an endless amount of choices. This changed neutral qi then has an intent. I call it an intent, if you find a better name, please let me know.

“Let’s take fire as an example. A beginning fire cultivator can let his personal qi take on the aspect of warmth. Then his understanding of fire increases and he realises that fire is the process of oxidisation. His flames will burn brighter, but he will need a constant supply of fresh air. He then can change his qi into the aspect of heat. It will evaporate targets instead of burning them, but mirrors will efficiently reflect it.

“The same for swords. Someone can swing a sword ten thousand times a day and forcefully try to understand sword intent.” I change the qi above my hand with a single, sword-filled thought. “Now it feels like this qi is stabbing your eyes, yes?”

Selis rubs her face while glaring at me. Ares has fallen backwards as she blinks furiously. “This person then further refines this intent as he gains new understandings of the sword through endless repetition and battle. For example, an edge intent.” The small ball now gains a sharper aura, like the entire sword has been changed into a single cutting edge.

“From here on he can take another step forward, like a cutting intent.” The small bit of qi changes yet again, the air around it seemingly being shredded into separate chunks. I dissipate the ball of qi because only Bord is looking at it with a bored expression. The rest of the group is either looking at me through their fingers or rubbing their eyes.

“Then a separation intent can be developed, followed by a dimensional cutting intent and so and so forth. I will spare you those. Even I can’t look at the last one without feeling pain in my eyes.”

Ket raises a hand while the other rubs his eyes. I nod. “Why can you make those? Have you spent years swinging swords around?” He has a doubtful look on his face while asking these questions. Or that might be caused by the tears streaming down his cheeks.

“I have barely swung a sword around. What I have done is… SCIENCE!” More blank stares at my triumphant shout. “Science is the systematic study of the universe through experimentation.”

Their stares get even blanker, if that is even a word. “Look at something and wonder ‘why.’ That’s it.”

I let the silence linger for a bit. “I wondered why a sword cut. Then how it cut. I then did a shitload of experiments to figure out why. I wanted to understand the underlying reasons and principles of why sharp edges cut.

“I tried out every single combination of edge shape, material, pattern, smoothness and roughness I could think up, just to understand why a sharp edge cuts. Doing this I gained a lot of knowledge about the world and how it works. Applying this knowledge in a world where knowledge is power in the most literal sense you can think of is pretty effective.

“So, I want you guys to experiment. Think up something you want to know the answer to and figure it out. Write down what you have found and try to look for patterns.”

I nod in satisfaction at a lecture well delivered. I taught the shit out of these seven kids just now. The fact that their faces lack any understanding at my rambling has nothing to do with me!

“One more thing. Let’s say there are two guys. One swings a spear around all day. The second makes spears all day. If you let them do their thing for a thousand years, they both might end up with the same amount of attacking power.

“After those thousand years, the first has perfected the way he swings a spear. His every muscle is used to apply maximum force on his spear. The second has crafted the perfect spear. He swings it around with less power and grace, but his spear is sharper and suits him perfectly. Both end up doing the same amount of damage to a target.

“But what if they both cooperated? What if they both could perfectly swing the perfect spear? Would their attacking power add up or multiply?”

More blank stares. For fuck’s sake. Even Ket does not get it, how would I explain this to a retard?

“If they had cooperated, their fighting power would not just become twice as powerful, but ten, twenty or maybe a hundred times as strong. This is what I want to try with my school idea. I’m pretty strong for someone who has my qi levels, but I am just one guy who messed around for a thousand years. What if hundreds of people mess around for a thousand years while learning from each other?

“What if they cooperate to grow stronger instead of zealously guarding all their knowledge? I really want to see what that would end up looking like.”

I can see Tess, Ket, Vox and Angeta thinking hard about what I just said.

“So, the reason I’ve not been teaching you any techniques, except for those fighting styles, is that I want you to learn the underlying principles of how something works instead of just their applications.”

And I lost them again… are the words I am using too big? I check my translation process and pretty much all the big words I used have their specific local language equivalent, so that’s not it. I shrug and sit back down.

“Whatever, just remember that the only difference between science and doing random shit is writing it down.”

I slowly keep eating while looking upwards. The leisurely circling clouds have been growing thicker by the hour. I think it’ll start raining before half a day.

“Can I give my qi fart intent?” Bord’s eyes are open wide. Did all of that only now sink in?

“Shut up Bord. Maybe shadow intent? I wanna try to dissolve into shadow without needing shadows.” Tess chimes in.

“Food intent…” Drool drips down the fat boy’s chin as he starts smiling to himself.

“I could use my entire body as a magnetic controller.” Muses Ket.

Bord opens his mouth as he looks like a flapping fish. “T… triangle intent.”

Multiple voices sound out simultaneously this time. “SHUT UP BORD!”
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O ne thing I didn’t really impress upon my students - nor Rhea, for that matter - is that anything can become an intent. The way a plant grows can change the shape of qi when put into a personal perspective. The way a tree grows would be different from the way a shrub, animal, or bacteria colony grows.

Another example would be a nuclear bomb qi. Narrowing it further down, it would be nuclear explosion qi intent. Keep repeating that until you get to ‘a nanosecond after all the nuclear material has fissioned qi intent.’

I had three examples of this qi intent in my secret ring compartment. Now I have only two. I’m still sitting at the table inside Tree. All my students have wandered off, leaving me alone with my thoughts.

This is the first time in days that I feel safe and secure. I’m inside my own personal dimension. The nexus point of this dimension is a tree that I up-lifted from a life of eternal retard-ness, and Tree knows that. Aside from that fact, Tree does not yet have the presence of mind to conspire anyway.

The people and beasts around me - my students and all of our mounts - are several magnitudes less powerful than me. The predictive-and scanning processes I have running in my braincore would alert me to any potentially lethal danger, anyway.

So, for the first time in days, I feel like I can relax. And what does my treacherous mind do? It immediately finds the dark parts of my recent life and re-lives it, of course.


⁂
 

A small figure runs across the waves, his feet touching each watery tip with light pressure. He keeps an eye out on his surroundings, swivelling his head from side to side now and then. Behind him, massive clouds of smoke and an earthen tower shrink in the distance. The only direction he is not looking at seems to be directly in front of him.

After a while of running across the sea, an island becomes visible over the horizon. Instead of smoke, towering structures or plants, this island is covered in a dark gloom. A spherical, dark haze surrounds the black buildings and rocks. Not a single hint of green or life is visible.

The man slows down as his figure shimmers, the cloaking effect on his body increasing. A few hundred metres away from the shore, he stops. He closes his eyes and a different kind of shimmer bursts from him.

The moment this shimmer touches the fog, things appear to go wrong. His bearded face twists into a grimace of pain and a single foot sinks through the water surface. The look of pain intensifies as he drops under the water surface, not moving an inch as the sea embraces him.


⁂
 

Please imagine the following scenario.

You’re a person living in a small village. You have happy days, sad days, maybe someone you secretly like or love. All kinds of shenanigans are happening, giving the village a lively feel.

Then, people you’ve never seen before come and kill most of your friends and family. You are then clapped in chains and, along with the few surviving members of your community, stacked like firewood in the back of a cart.

What follows is an endless procession of being locked up in all kinds of new dark cells, little food or water, and no chances to clean yourself. Maybe you watch that kind grandma from down the road being beaten to death. Maybe that kind older sister figure gets dragged out of the cage, only to reappear a few days later with dull, lifeless eyes, shivering at the touch of any male. Maybe she even shies away from you.

This is then followed by an eternity in a cramped, overpopulated hold of a boat. Now and then the drudgery gets interrupted by new prisoners being thrown down the stairs or the corpse guy carrying the dead out.

You don’t get enough food to live, but too much to die. The same for water. Nobody talks anymore.

Then you are hauled out of the boat by a big human in black armour. Any remaining will to resist is expertly beaten out of you by the stick the man wields. You see black buildings and grey streets. Even the sun has lost its life in the port you have arrived.

What follows is another stay in an underground cell. Another unknown time later you are once again manhandled as you’re dragged outside. You are placed at the back of a queue in front of a big, black pyramid. You see the people in front being hauled upstairs, placed on a black altar and killed.

The terror in your guts prevents you from walking, but the people around you are used to that, so you are carried upstairs when your turn comes. The knife slits your throat the moment you’re placed on the glistening black altar and you feel your consciousness slipping.

Then you’re hanging in the air. You look down and see your own body sliding down the pyramid’s backside.

This disembodiment is then followed by a million knives that start carving at your very being. Unseen winds send you floating across the island and you feel many others in similar states to yourself. It’s just a shame that communication is impossible. And the soul-searing pain is not something you can get used to.

So, when a being appears that can hear you, what would you do? You, who constantly feels more agony in a single minute than you have felt in your entire living life, what would you say to this unknown stranger?

You, reduced to a conscious battery, start to scream, of course.


⁂
 

The moment my scanning qi touches that filthy black fog, a single voice wails in my mind. This startles me a bit. I start retracting my qi, but then ten voices are screaming at me. I get a few more thoughts off, but the wave of qi I send out was a bit too thick to retract with speed.

I try to pour qi into my mind, but a thousand voices are making it quite hard to concentrate. Every single one of them seems to have a few lifetimes of agony on their repertoire, and they somehow feel the need to inform me about this.

The cloud of qi slips my grasp as the chorus swells to ten thousand. I lose count around a hundred thousand, and I feel myself sinking through the waves around a million. My head is now filled with countless voices all screaming their psychic, agonised hearts out at me.

I watch in mute horror as my entire brain gets filled with these voices, using my qi as a medium to transmit their message. The amount of brain-space my consciousness occupies becomes less and less as the outside pressure starts rising. Shit shit shit once again.

I decide to flee. This might sound cowardly, but I know when I need to make a tactical retreat. I could fight off this wave of wailing were I prepared, but I didn’t even have a psychic scanning process going. I shore up the small portion of my mind that is still under my control and try to keep a grip of my sanity.

I look on with a detached feeling as my brain gets battered by the endless waves of complaining. What the fuck is happening?

I retreat again, this time fleeing outside of my head. The world becomes black and white as I lose access to my senses. I see myself surrounded by water, slowly sinking. Shit. This is another serious situation. How come I end up nearly dying once a week on this low-level planet?

I move my small bit of awareness towards my ring, the only thing nearby high-level enough to house my consciousness. Running away from the thundering sounds of pain behind me, I dive into the dimensional space.

Darkness surrounds me, the perfect black only interrupted by items suspended in time floating here and there. A lot of food, actually. Plates, pieces of meat, vegetables and more. Using the ring allows me a mental bird’s eye view of its contents, it looks entirely different now that I am floating in the middle of it all.

I am distracting myself. The mental screams are now reaching me here too. I back away further, hoping that the qi connection will break quickly. This is not going well. How could I know that there was a nearly infinite number of mental attackers inside that fog? Who does such a thing…?

I make myself as small as possible, trying to escape the notice of these tortured souls. I can only feel the pure pain coming from their screams. I have not recognised a single coherent thought coming from them. I back away into the darkness, fleeing away from that horrid sound.

Tree is a living being attached to a dimension; my disconnected consciousness loose from my body does not have enough power to invade that space. All those stories about grandpas guiding young heroes from their ring-shaped confines? That’s because a powerful cultivator can inhabit anything that has a lot of power locked up.

I’m distracting myself again. I decide to focus with the little mental prowess I have left. I float further away from the cloud of items suspended in space, looking around for anything. The sounds grow louder still as I feel something.

It’s like a soft piece of space. Like there was a hole here, and someone plugged it up with gum. The screams are eroding the little conscious energy I have left at a rapid pace, so I push my entire being against this space. I smash my will against the soft spot like my life is depending on it.

With a gloopy PLOP, I’m through. The sounds lessen once again, and I pause to gather my thoughts. I am in a smaller space. Slowly, I try to remember what this might be. Thinking is pretty hard at this point.

The secret compartment in my ring! Visiting the spatial area with my mind instead of scanning with qi or augur allows me a much clearer view. My body is vulnerable in this state, now only an empty shell, so this is not a technique I do for fun. That’s all in the past now though, let’s look around.

I spot a few piles of glowing cores, some random contraptions, and three white pillars. Each pillar holds a black orb under a thick glass dome. I mentally grin as I stretch my metaphorical hand out. One of the domes shatters as the black orb under it follows my command.

The orb and my perspective meet halfway. I cast my senses inside the small sphere, and it seems to be in fine condition. I flip a switch inside, and it starts glowing faintly. I grab the qi drifting from the thing, using it to weave a small propulsion formation around it.

It zooms away from me and tears through the small hole between this space and the main storage area. I can feel it leaving my ring just as the wave of screaming catches up to me. The last bit of my will fades under the oppressive front of wailing, and I truly faint.


⁂
 

A black marble the size of a small fist pops into existence beside a drowning man’s hand. It starts floating upwards slowly, gathering speed as it travels towards the surface. It leaves a small cloud of mist in its wake while breaking through the waves, flying towards the dark island as it gains speed.

The projectile sails through the air as it nears the dark island. It flits through the murky haze without interference, landing in the middle of the piece of land.

Black and yellow striped lines form, visible to all. They circle the entire island, both the mountain and the inhabited pieces of flat land. Big, red letters flash in the sky. Black-clad people everywhere stop what they are doing as they peer upwards.

None of the island’s inhabitants, voluntary or otherwise, recognise the flashing words. None realise that those black and yellow stripes represent warning tape. None realise that those words spell: “WARNING - Evacuate the demarcated area - WARNING” in perfect English. The words flash and change.

“WARNING - This marked area will be evaporated in twelve seconds - WARNING”

Angry shouts now fill the air, people demanding to know what is going on.

“WARNING - Everyone should leave - WARNING”

Multiple instances of the bright words guarantee that every inhabitant that can see the sky can see them clearly.

“WARNING - Seriously, shit is about to explode - WARNING”

They flash once again.

“WARNING - Why am I even programming this shit in here? - WARNING”

“WARNING - Nobody here can actually read English - WARNING”

“WARNING - Ah well, three seconds to go, by the way - WARNING”

Dark magics are now being flung into the air. All kinds of fancy magical constructs try to tear at the projected warning signs.

“WARNING - It’s not my fault that there could still be people inside the taped-off area - WARNING”

“WARNING - I hope you will have a pleasant disintegration, please come again! - WARNING”

The entire world goes white for a split second. There should be a massive shockwave following this spectacle, but nothing happens. The only sound is the sea that rushes into the formed gap.

The entire island is gone, the half dome of cleanly cut rock quickly filled by the sea. The smooth bedrock of what once was a small mountain is swallowed up by the waves rather quickly. A tunnel going down into the earth in the middle of this unnatural bowl also disappears, visible for a single second.

Minutes later, a bearded figure breaks the surface, taking a big lungful of air. He looks rather bedraggled, wet clothes and a wild look in his eyes. He pulls a leg out of the water and stands on the surface. He sits for a few minutes, letting the swaying waves calm him down.

He then stands up and walks to where the island used to be, a grim look on his face. He rubs his temples as he breathes in deeply. A shimmer once again spreads around him, the wavering field propagating a lot slower this time. A few more minutes pass while his blue-grey eyes peer into the depths.

Then he is gone, only leaving a small splash behind. He swims downwards with powerful strokes of his arms, each movement propelling him downward with more speed than physically possible. The smooth hollow bowl of stone sitting underwater is reached quickly. The figure shivers in an obvious manner, grits his teeth and swims down further.

He disappears into the dark tunnel. Thirty seconds later he swims back up, now speeding towards the surface. Jumping out of the water like a dolphin, he touches down on the waves with an uncharacteristic gracelessness.

He grimaces once again as he looks at the object held in one hand. A black crystal skull - dripping with shadows - gets bathed in the sunlight. It lacks a lower jaw, and the structure of a brain can be vaguely seen glimmering inside the dark glass.

The hand tightens around the back of the skull as small cracks start to spread from his fingertips. The bearded man then shakes his head slightly while peering into the smooth, empty sockets. A flash later it disappears inside the man’s ring. A splash later and the man is gone, running across the waves once again.
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“W hy is he staring off into space like that?”

Tess stops to ponder this question for a few seconds as Ares looks at the single person still sitting at the table, a bearded man. “Ket also does this, too busy with thinking to be around us.”

“So, he is just thinking?”

“Uhm, how do I say this. Ket tried to explain it to me… They make stuff in their mind.” Tess nods firmly at the last part.

“Make stuff in their mind?”

Tess shifts a bit while rubbing her stomach. Dark qi can be seen wafting from her as she releases her cultivation base into the atmosphere. A sphere made of white contains the dark qi.

“They can have libraries inside their heads. It’s like having access to all the pens, paper, time and books that you could ever want. Their cores are in their brains.” Tess becomes a bit green as she releases even more structural qi from her body and core. Holding a hand to her mouth, she swallows and breathes out power again.

“They are bookworms.”

“WHA-” hurk COUGH GULP “…That’s really rude to say.”

Ares looks even more surprised than Tess at the remark. “I didn’t mean to say that; it just came out.”

“I never knew you had such a foul mouth, sis!” Vox grins widely as he walks by. Ares goes red in the face as Vox lays his hand on the barrier made of light. “Tess, you sure this is going to work?”

“I can just change the intent and suck it back in again, turning the free qi into my own takes too long.”

“Are you sure this isn’t blocking your breath?” The redhaired boy looks at the seated girl with worry in his eyes. “I’m pretty sure this barrier only blocks qi, but we haven’t tested that. You could suffocate from lack of oxygen.”

Tess looks up at Vox with dark eyes. “Oxygen? What are you talking about?”

“This. It’s filled with medical stuff, but Teach put a lot of knowledge around it.” A green egg appears in the boy’s hand. “I needed to learn about the basic elements to understand why some plants healed. I then learned about some physics, aerodynamics and some mathematical stuff in order to project this field.”

Vox pats the dome around Tess with love in his eyes. “It’s around ten times as strong as before I learned those things. Knowledge really is power.” Every pat of the redhead’s hand causes the barrier to glow a little brighter until Tess is barely visible inside.

“That should do. It will hold for at least a day.” He throws the green piece of jade inside the dome.

pok

“OW”

“Catch. That way you can do some reading while you expel your qi. I’m going to study some more before rebuilding my own core. See ya, sis.”

With a wave, Vox saunters towards the Greek temple library. Tess starts cursing him in a very colourful language, and Ares just sits on the grass, staring at Teach with a contemplative look on her face. She is broken from her musings as Teach suddenly stands up.

“Tess? Where… Let’s see. Over there.” Teach points to the black and white dome after closing his eyes for a bit. He then walks over and taps on the glowing shield. Only for his crooked finger to slip through the surface without any resistance.

“Qi containment mode, that’s clever. Vox is learning, I see. Here Tess, see if you can sense something from this, catch.”

A black skull appears in his hand, causing Ares to back away quickly. It leaves a shadowy trail as it flies in an arc into the white and dark sphere.

POK

“AAAAUW. What the flip!”

Tess stumbles out of the opaque dome, skull clutched to her chest. “Why is everyone throwing stuff at my he… EEEEEEEEEEEK.” She jumps into the air as the skull goes flying. “WHY ARE YOU THROWING SKULLS AT ME?”

Teach lands back on the ground after catching the flying noggin. “I think it has to do with shadows. And I think the shadows dripping from it are kind of cool.”

“Yeah, it’s oozing with shadow mana, mainly negative,” replies Tess as her face twitches from bored to unsure. “What does coldness have to do with it?”

Teach just shakes his head a bit. “I can only sense that this… thing has a lot of mana in crystal form. And a sort of passive maliciousness? To me, it feels like a really evil guy who has retired.”

Tess gingerly holds out a hand. “Let me see.” She receives the item and peers into the place its eyes used to be. “It feels alive, somehow. And it’s-WOW!”

She drops the item with a startled look on her face. She stares at the glistening piece of glass with a horrified fascination. “It tried to absorb my qi. Its pull was super weak though.”

“Ares, do mages of a certain power level disappear?”

The girl wilts a bit under the bearded man’s direct attention. “Wha… Yeah, high mages never really travel. And one high mage per faction gets chosen to be that faction’s guardian every ten or twenty years. Other than that… no news about the upper echelons of the mages ever reached us, the students.”

Teach nods to himself as he rubs his chin. “That thing was at Absence Island. Under it, to be precise. Precisely in the middle of the protective fog bank clouding that shitty place.”

Tess and Teach stare at each other for a bit. Then they both look at Ares.

“Did you get the heada…”

“Did the mana core sta…”

“Ladies first.” Teach replies with a wink.

Tess rolls her eyes. “Did you start forming a mana core in your head yet?”

“Mana core?” asks Ares.

Tess and Teach look at each other again. “High mages have formed the core, right? I think that this skull…” Tess tosses the black skull around a bit. “…is the final stage, maybe?”

“Yeah, I think so too. It’s insanely shadow-mana conductive. I think each island has one of those as the basis for the mana attraction formation. It would also explain where all the top-level mages go. One every ten to twenty years, so they must be used up somehow?”

Tess nods in affirmation at Teach’s speculation.

plof

Both look at the source of that sound and see Ares staring ahead, face white and shock in her eyes. “Master… he… he will be promoted to protector of Wave Island in a few weeks.” She stares at the black skull in horror.

“Honestly, I think I can do some pretty nifty things with a full set of crystallised mage skulls. I think we should go and catch them all.”

Tess raises an eyebrow at that remark. “Catch them? What did you do at the shadow faction island to get that anyway?”

A nearly imperceptible shadow flashes across Teacher’s face. “Nothing important. Damn, I wish I knew about this before blowing up that volcano island, I would have two skulls to examine.”

The skull in Tess’s hands suddenly starts spewing large clouds of black mana. Teach quickly grabs the thing and stuffs it in his ring again. “And now I’ve proven that there is some remnant consciousness inside of that thing. I think I made mister shadow high mage angry.”

He then turns to Ares, sitting in the grass with horror still stuck on his face. “Did that master of yours focus on both negative and positive mana?”

“He also trained bright mana, yes.”

“Dark mana is…?”

“Dim.”

“Alright, bright and dim, light and dark, potato, potah-to. When is that master of yours getting his promotion at the earliest?”

“A week or two? I lost track of time a bit.”

“A week and a half, then. I’m guessing that light - or Wave Island - is on the opposite side of the currently absent Absence Island?”

Ares frowns a bit at that wordplay but decides to let it go. “Yes.”

“Let’s say three days in the boat, need to make some speed upgrades then. Left with a full week. Alright, plan made.”

Ares looks on in confusion as Teach breathes in deeply. Tess hurriedly plugs her ears and motions at Ares to do the same. The light mage just looks on in confusion but decides to follow her advice. Moments before the redheaded girl’s fingers reach her ear holes, she gets blown over by a sudden shockwave.

“GATHER ROUND!”

Ares picks herself up from the ground as she wiggles a finger in her ear. “Maap. Maawp.” Ares looks weirdly at Teach, who is now giggling to himself.

One by one, the rest of the students converge on the clearing. Ket looks even worse than usual. Bord is licking his fingers, Selis is carrying a struggling Lola, Angeta is covered in wood splinters and Vox is carrying a book.

“I see you all have found something to keep yourselves occupied,” Teach observes with a crooked grin. “I’ve got two things I want to tell you all. First, we’ll stay in this dungeon for a week. I advise everyone here to reform their cultivation bases a few times while testing them out inside the dungeon. Either me or Lola…” Teach pauses briefly to catch the rabbit flying at him. “…must be present when you all decide to go deeper, ‘kay?”

Teach waits until everyone has nodded. “We will be going on an errand for Ares afterwards… Okay, I want to see if a theory of mine is correct, but it’s also for Ares’s sake…”

He coughs once while avoiding all the gazes locked on his face. “Vox, that shield was a good idea, by the way. Capturing the qi you are releasing in order to change and reabsorb it is a quick and dirty way to test out different intents. You should not, however, use that system when you have decided on a long-term or permanent system. Release and cultivate naturally when you want to keep your cultivation base for a while.”

“Why?”

“Good question, Vox. Secondly, I’m developing a learning system I want you guys to help out with. You can see it as an interactive library, like an online university.”

Heads tilt all around as more difficult words get thrown around.

A hand covers the only bearded face present. “Please use it to study something you find interesting. And please, please learn at least some English. That way you guys can actually understand what I am saying half the time.”

Seven green gems appear in his hand and every student present gets thrown one. “That’s a starter. It’s a more well-rounded version of the addition to the alchemy library.”

Vox looks at the small rock with gleaming eyes. “Is there information about light in here?”

“Yeah, it also includes a primer on electromagnetic waves.”

“Thanks.” Vox immediately walks back to the library.

“Alright, meeting over, I guess.” Teach strolls off towards his castle as the rest of the students disperse again.


⁂
 

A bright sphere, one-third of it hidden under grass and dirt, is filled with the purest black. Tess sits in the middle, holding her breath. She suddenly breathes out, and the murk inside becomes blacker still. She plops backwards, her head now sticking outside of the containment field.

“Vox, up please!” A weak voice escapes from her mouth as she tries to shout those words while gulping for air. The sphere lifts a metre into the air and Tess clambers to a sitting position with effort. She then stares at the mass of dark qi with her full concentration.

The only thing that changes is the feeling of the sphere. Ares, sitting nearby, has her eyes open wide at this effect. Her eyes slide over the thing as she somehow loses track of the two-metre glowing sphere filled with darkness. She shifts around a bit as the sphere suddenly seems incredibly heavy. This is followed by a feeling of speed, strength, another type of speed, and lastly nothing.

“Can’t do triangles, huh. Releasing all my qi really sucks.” Mutters Tess with tired eyes. The aura the black qi gives off steadies into an unremarkable kind of fleetingness. She stares at the intent-filled qi for at least a minute before opening her mouth again.

“Thanks, down please!” Suddenly surrounded by the sphere of qi, Tess doesn’t notice a clawed paw appearing from the now shadowed grass. The small feathers on it shift around as a single wicked talon extends.

Instead of striking immediately, the feathered appendage seems to hesitate for a moment, as if unsure what to do. It jerks forwards, only to stop a few centimetres from the now defenceless and powerless girl. It then slowly retracts as it disappears back into the shadows.

I retract my senses back into my body. The cat sitting on a branch just under me has a troubled look in its eyes as its paw emerges from a shadow. I grin and drop down, putting my hands on the beast’s head and back before it can react.

“Who’s a good kitty? Who’s a good kitty who decided not to follow its instincts. You are! You are a good kitty that did not kill its rider while she was weak. Very smart and good kitty.”

The big cat is petrified as I furiously pat it. Its ears are laid back, and it starts yowling in submission. “Now scram. Don’t think you can get uppity just because the limiting contract faded for a bit. It will be back when she has qi in her system again.”

I want to kick the stupid cat but decide to let it slink away. I rub Lola between her ears with a qi-loaded finger.

“And who’s a good rabbit. Such a good rabbit, warning me of bad kitties.” I scan my surroundings once again, making sure none of my students are nearby as I continue to play with the rabbit. A new process is humming away in my brain, keeping track of all the mounts and other animals inside my dimension.

All the dirt, rocks, sand, water, and plants I absorbed inside Tree brought along a lot of animals. A few insect queens have started cultivating, they should mutate into all kinds of interesting fodder. The birds are also getting stronger as they absorb more and more qi.

I start thinking of ecosystem development plans as Lola and I play tag.









Chapter twenty-nine

[bookmark: _Toc5718770][bookmark: _Toc16934451]Escapades 

“W hat the… Bord, is that you?” Angeta is sitting on a battered ship’s railing as disbelief paints her face.

“Yeah, awesome, right?” The beastkin tries to reply to that statement for a few seconds but can’t get a single word out of her mouth. Gaping like a fish, she huffs and turns around, closing her eyes again.

“Oooh, that looks pretty, somehow.” Selis comes bouncing into the clearing, all kinds of plant pieces in her hands and hair. “What intent is that? Triangular muscles?”

“Yep!” The boy in question proudly pats his flat belly with a massively thick arm. His previous flabby appearance has changed drastically, turning him into a low poly model of a Greek god on a lot of steroids. His tree trunk arms stick out of a tattered shirt. He flexes, and the clothing rips even more.

“Neat!” Selis pokes the massive, triangular biceps. Her finger sinks into the soft flesh. She puts a bit more effort in her poking, and half her arm disappears inside Bord’s well defined but angular musculature.

“Stop that, it tickles.” Selis looks at him with a grin on her face as she continues to prod the transformed boy. The pale skin forms an intricate web of sharp lines that shape every inch of Bord into a triangular mesh. She pokes the bulging pecs and the clearly defined angular arm muscles.

“It looks hard, but it’s very soft, is this all fat?”

“Tch, there’s muscles. A lot of it!” Bord poses his wobbling biceps into a truly impressive polyhedral flex.

“ENOUGH! Let’s test out how tough you are.” A snarling Angeta withdraws the green aura from the ship she is sitting on, jumps and lands before the chatting duo. Grass swirls around her as she forms an exoskeleton made from plants. The vibrant green dulls as every leaf gets a darker, wooden sheen.

Selis hurriedly flounces away, clearing the area. Bord sinks through his knees a bit, taking up a low stance as Angeta barrels into him. The trilateral covered boy quickly pulls back an arm and punches the grass-covered person in the stomach.

Every edge made from Bord’s skin glows with an inner light as the stresses of the punch get spread out across the supporting structure. Time seems to stand still as the two opposing bodies find a new equilibrium of physical force. Bord wins in the end, and the beastkin gets blown backwards in a shower of shredded leaves.

“TRIANGLES ARE THE STRONGEST!” Both hands in the air, Bord shouts out his victory.

“SHUT UP!” Angeta flies back into the clearing, a spiral-shaped vine behind her propelling her forward. She crashes into Bord before he has time to react.

I note with interest that the triangular shape of Bord’s fatty tissue oscillates and jiggles in a normal manner. As soon as the wobbling motion dies down below a certain threshold, it snaps back into a polygonal structure. Also, that’s the second time Angeta got punched out of her grass armour, let’s hope she learns from her mistakes.

I look on from my castle’s balcony, a huge chunk of jade in my lap. I might have underestimated this entire project by a fair bit, to be honest. I have an enormous amount of information inside my head. Distilling it all down into a uniform format while keeping it accessible has turned out to be a challenge.

That is because I remember a lot. I have an enormous amount of memories. So much that I always doubted that they were all inside my head. The fact that I arrived here, stripped of all qi, with all my memories intact has confirmed that there must be some sort of external memory bank where I am storing them all.

I remember quite a lot of information from Earth, I reinvented a large amount of scientific knowledge to fill in the gaps, and I read an innumerable number of books.

So, I think that all that data is stored in my soul. I have talked about souls like I know a lot about them, that is not true. I know a bit about the connection my mind has with my soul. I don’t know anything about the soul itself. Messing with that connection can have dramatic consequences - ‘Armageddon’ dramatic - but it is still only messing with the connection to the soul instead of the soul itself.

I suspect that the memory banks in my brain have a sort of dial-up connection to an energy construct in a higher dimension. Firing my memory neurons in specific patterns then provides the requested memory.

Back on Earth, there were stories about people who could remember every single day of their life. They could look back through every day, hour and minute of their life like flipping through a file cabinet. The brain is quite complicated, but storing such enormous amounts of data seems to break the laws of physics.

All the information I could remember was available for access even when I didn’t have a scrap of qi inside my head. My braincore simply allows me to access more of it at once. I am sure it will all become clearer to me once I reach a higher-level universe or plane, but so far, my experiments on the soul have been crude at best.

Long story short, compressing and archiving all that data into an easily accessible file format is quite the challenge. I have merged a lot of the smaller pieces of jade in my ring into a single whole, giving me a sizable amount of storage to work with.

So far, I have linked and archived all the information that I found inside the library in the Capital. The head-sized chunk of green stone now contains a high school level of data in a sprawling web of knowledge. Currently, I’m working on an access system. I’m torn between making physical terminals or linking the database to smaller pieces of jade.

I wave my hand and the flying pieces of tree shooting towards me clatter off a quickly formed shield. Angeta has ripped a tree out of the ground and is trying to tenderize Bord. Without much success. He absorbs the physical force without moving a step, the rippling fatty tissue the only indication that he just got hit with the force of a speeding truck.

I quirk an eyebrow as the shattered tree reforms into a giant, Angeta hanging inside of its chest. So, she did go for wood control intent, after all. Her previously vibrant green aura now has a darker, sturdier feel to it. Bord’s aura feels weird, a combination of geometric abstractness and unmoving strength.

A large brown fist crashing down on Bord finally forces him to move a single step. He then twirls around, using the circular momentum to perform a gale inducing roundhouse kick. A single wooden leg shatters back into its individual splinters as Bord continues to whittle away at the splintered construct.

Selis is cheering them both on, water sloshing in intricate patterns as it follows her cheerleading dance.

“Go Bord! Go Angeta!”

“EAT SPLINTERS, FATTY!”

“POLY PUUUUNCH!”

KER-BLOOOOOM

I want to focus back on my own project, but this entire scene is just too amusing. Angeta crashes through a tree as Bord waves his hand around.

“Ow, that hurt.”

“WOO GO BOOORD! That’s twenty-three to twelve. GO ANGETA!”

“COME HERE STUPID TREE.” huff huff “AND LAUNCH!”

Bord gets pelted by a hail of tree shrapnel as Selis takes cover behind a thick wall of water. Talking about trees, maybe I should make Tree the access point? It could keep a list of permissions and note down the progress people have made in studying the material provided.

I ignore the rampaging trio and decide to have a nice chat with Tree.


⁂
 

“DIIIEEE! DIE DIE DIE DIE!”

Vox is looking at his sister with a complicated look in his eyes. Ket pokes him in the arm. “She is wild.”

“Is this the effect Teach has on all of us?”

“I don’t know. Thinking is hard. I’m going to punch some things now.” Ket walks away, a blissful smile on his face. He pulls a metal brick from his ring, throws it into the air and punches it. It leaves a vapour trail as it smashes through a swordfish-like stone construct that just emerged from the rolling waves of earth.

“Ket, please go back to a braincore cultivation.” Ket doesn’t even glance back at Vox’s request and continues to shatter the sleek stone forms emerging from the dark waves, a stupid grin on his face.

Four humans and a rabbit move around in an enormous cave. The ceiling hangs high above a sea of moving dirt. All kinds of stone fish jump at the intruders, only to be dispatched in a wide variety of ways.

Tess is surfing the undulating earth, doing insane acrobatic tricks with a dull expression on her face. “Bored, so bored. So incredibly booooored.” Every move causes a torrent of black streaks to fly from her limbs in every direction.

Small knives made from pitch black qi fly everywhere, missing allies with calculated precision and every single one hitting a weak spot of the dungeon monsters. A few dozen more black streaks emerge from her feet as she handstands over a rock turtle that’s snapping at her ankles. Every black weapon scores a hit or bounces a falling mana shard into her direction. Most do both. A lot do even more in a single throw, their trajectory calculated with utmost precision.

She twirls again, becoming a dark blur moving too fast for normal eyes to follow. The movement ends in a triumphant pose on top of a breaching grey whale, her hands filled with brown shards of mana. Numerous black qi constructs fall from up high and strike around her feet. The whale freezes as cracks appear everywhere on the massive aquatic and moving stone statue. Tess rides the waves of disintegrating rocks downwards and continues to skate over the roiling soil, all the while stuffing solid mana into her ring.

“Calculating the least amount of force necessary for optimum stone breakage is too easy. I’m so bored. I hate having a braincore, I need to think way too much. LOLA, COME HERE PLEASE!”

A white bundle of fluff bounds towards the black-haired girl, jumping into her arms while avoiding a mass of granite flying fish.

“Thanks Lola. I’m going to try a heartcore this time, cya later!” Tess touches the necklace around the rabbit’s neck and with a wave towards the others, she disappears.

Ket and Ares are now working together to reduce the stone fish into gravel. The redheaded girl is still shouting “DIE” at the top of her lungs every time her fist smashes through a dungeon mob. Ket is just giggling to himself while wacking a marble hammerhead shark in the face with a metal pole.

Vox scratches his head while looking at the spectacle. The surface of roiling soil under his feet explodes as a segmented stone tentacle attempts to wrap itself around him. A flash of blinding light later, he is standing on top of the emerging appendage while looking down.

“Speed is fine and all, I just have no attack power like this.” He disappears with another flash, landing next to the rampaging duo a split second later. “I’m going to try out another intent. Pure speed is useless for attack.”

“Weapon?” Ket utters a single word in between his giggling fit. The metal pole is now rammed up into a certain marble orifice and Ket is waving the shark around like a flag.

Vox looks at his ring as realisation dawns in his eyes. A curved sword with a long handle appears in his hand. He twirls it around experimentally, avoiding a shark exploding from the dirt waves in the meantime. Ket smashes the impaled shark against the newcomer and both stone creatures shatter into pieces.

“Crystals!” Ket once again only utters a single word before going ham on a stone turtle. Vox looks around and curses under his breath. He zooms away, barely preventing some mana crystals from disappearing under the brown waves.

“LET’S DO THIIIIIIIS!” A thunderous voice sounds through the large cave as Bord pops into existence above Lola. He looks around for half a second and jumps away. Soon three heartcore cultivators are going all out on the large variety of boulder-like animals.

Ket doubles over at the sight of the polygonal musculature that Bord is now sporting. Ares is still too busy with venting her frustrations on the dungeon mobs to take note. Vox rubs his eyes while groaning.

“Whatever, let’s go find out if speed works with weapons.” The redhead jumps away again, now occasionally splitting a monster in half while catching all the dropping crystals.


⁂
 

“Teach, can you make a shield like Vox made for me? I’m super, super duper bored like this.”

I look at Tess, who popped into existence right beside me. “Braincore not suited for you? You did try automating parts of your mind, right?”

She raises a single eyebrow in response. “Of course, but I still need to think a lot, or time goes by way too slowly. I want to try a shadow heartcore now.”

“Sure, go ahead. Just shout ‘up’ or ‘down’ when needed.” I form a qi repellent sphere near the edge of the clearing, and she hurries over. I can see the relief on her face as she empties all of her qi into the atmosphere.

“By the way, you formed that braincore with your own expelled qi, right?” She nods. “That boredom could be a side effect. Maybe try forming your heartcore with wild qi?”

“Too much work, I think I’ll stick to a gutcore in the end. I’ll form that one the old-fashioned way, ‘kay?”

I shrug. “Do whatever you want.” I focus back on my brainstorming session with Tree. We are exchanging ideas on how to form a system that even super dumb people can learn from. Tree is the dumbest being here - well, maybe except for Bord - so it’s an excellent testing platform for ideas.

I rejected its suggestion to implant jade shards directly into the brain and a whole slew of even more morbid notions. “Nope, force feeding information is a great way to make someone brain dead. I am also not implanting your saplings in the poor saps, stop being so morbid.”

Tree gets even more confused. Morality is not something it has even a basic understanding of. “I also can’t bury a piece of myself to make more of me.”

I sigh, maybe Tree wasn’t the best brainstorm partner after all.









Chapter thirty

[bookmark: _Toc5718771][bookmark: _Toc16934452]Disclosures 

H ak-Ham Plogan Nuur Kwam-Tuurkun (and at least twenty other titles which are omitted here for the sake of brevity) is a very proud dragon. Woken from a nap at least a century too early, he is also a very pissed off dragon. The cowering figure standing halfway in the doorway to his personal chambers, a massive cave, shakes as it continues its report.

“Graawl. Groohoowul. Rarwiiirrl.”

“GROOOOOOWWWWWWLLLLL”

“Mineth sincerieths exusems, oh Aal-Druuguun.”

“RUMBLE”

“Is this dialect better for thine ears, oh All-Dragon?”

The figure is shaking now, terrified at the annoyance the strongest dragon currently awake is projecting towards him. The massive dragon head nods while snorting, causing the simple robes of the person to flutter. He immediately kneels on the ground, face hovering centimetres above the floor.

The massive cave is dimly lit by an entire rainbow spectrum of glowing rocks. They softly tinkle as the dragon’s rumbling causes them to shift and dance across the rough floor.

“Reporting to the All-Dragon. Re-Haan has returned without permission, her watch post abandoned while she snuck back into the fold. She has been spotted going down towards the weak quarters. All active patrols are engaged in the search.”

“RUMMBBLGROOOWL”

“I shall dispatch all personnel to the new silent area at once.” The humanoid figure immediately runs out of the cave, not even waiting for dismissal. Blinding light pours out of the cave he just ran away from, lighting up the dim surroundings. He only casts a single glance back before running away even faster.


⁂
 

“UNCLE, OPEN UP!” Re-Haan is yelling at a large door disguised as a rock. The slab of stone blocking her way is unable to mute the sound entirely, causing a bespectacled old man to look up from his book with annoyance.

“I KNOW YOU’RE IN THERE. I JUST WANT TO ASK SOME QUESTIONS.” Pounding on the chunk of stone, Re-Haan shiftily looks around. A barrier shimmers behind her, blocking all sound from leaving towards that direction. “Stubborn old man. He can leave anytime, right? It’s not like this…”

Rhea looks around as her eyes open up wide. The occasional glowing crystal gives her just enough light to make out her surroundings. Squinting, she peers into the murky darkness. She then slaps a hand over her face.

Moments later, her eyes glow with a violet tint. “They turned this entire section into a silent zone?” She swivels her head around, not believing what she is seeing.

“He… turned this entire section into a silent zone.” Now visible to her qi enhanced eyes, tunnels litter the large tunnel she is standing in. Every cave-entrance has a massive piece of rock placed in front of it.

“These are all my kin, why would he do this?” She tears her eyes away from the beehive of plugged tunnels and glares at the rock impeding her way. She breathes in deeply before slapping both hands to the obstacle. Her fingers sink into the stone as corded muscles become visible in her arms. With a small yell, the stone rolls away from the entrance.

Sputtering at the avalanche of dust she receives to the face, she notices a placid old man is sitting in the middle of a circular room, surrounded by books. A small smile flits across his wrinkled face while he pushes his small, round spectacles up on his nose.

“Hello, Re-Haan. To what do I owe the pleasure.”

Distracted by thundering steps coming closer, Re-Haan looks back towards her uncle. “I just want to read some of your books. One moment please.”

She turns around, shoving her fingers into the stone a second time. More dust showers her as she pulls the slab back into place. The old man looks surprised for a fraction of a second before schooling his face back to placidness.

“Why are you in silence with only a few crystals?”

“Oh, you know. Just the All-Dragon displaying his dominance by suppressing the previous council.”

Frowning, Re-Haan walks towards her uncle, her eyes now the brightest sources of light in the dim cave. Looking at the books scattered everywhere, she makes her way between the piles and stands in front of her uncle. Then she smiles and hugs the old man.

“I missed you.”

Suddenly frozen solid, he looks bewildered for a moment. Then his face becomes gentle as he pats her on the back. “I missed you too. It was quite boring without you around.”

Pulling back, they look each other in the eyes. “Care to tell me why you are here and not on your watch?”

She scoffs. “Pah, watch. Just an excuse to get me out of his sight. His power isn’t an issue now, don’t worry about me. Do you mind if I read some?”

“No, no. Go ahead.”

“Thanks.” With a smile, she picks up a book and flips through it. Her uncle stands there for a few minutes, unsure what to do as Re-Haan flips through the books at a fast pace.

“Anything specific you are looking for? It might not look like it, but there is a system to this chaos.”

“Haha, sure. Remembering where all the books are does not mean it’s a system. And I’m just browsing.”

Silence once again descends on the duo, the only sound the shuffling of paper.


⁂
 

A man who looks like he is smuggling large watermelons inside his arms is walking speedily through a spacious tunnel. A space of ten metres around him is clear, his following of humanoid figures clad in a wide variety of dress giving him more than enough room. The man himself wears the barest amounts of leather armour, only covering his important bits.

“Is she found yet?” No one seems to have enough courage to answer. Only when the man glances back does someone speak up.

“No, All-Dragon. She seems to have gained a great talent for subterfuge.”

“Or you are all incompetent.” His words drip with disdain and the small female brave enough to answer shrinks back. “Maybe the wrong brood is in silence right now?”

The entire crowd of followers shiver at this question. The procession continues to move at a rapid pace for hours as they half walk, half run through a complicated network of rough tunnels. The man in front suddenly stops and looks around.

The group watches on in silence as their leader scours the environment with his eyes. Then a low growl starts to emanate from his throat, slowly becoming louder.

“rrruummBBLLEAAND NONE OF YOU THOUGHT TO CHECK FOR SIGNS OF ENTRY?”

The sound of falling dust and rolling crystals is very loud in the ensuing silence. The muscled man spits on the floor, drawing a gasp from the crowd. He then walks up towards a rock and studies it closely.

He puts his hand to the stone, brushing fine powder from a set of five holes. He does the same for another set a metre to the side. His fingers sink into the holes halfway before getting stuck. His arms bulge as a dense network of veins pops out from his skin.

Five minutes of futile struggling later, he slinks away from the immovable rock. “One of you shift and push this thing away.” His face is an unreadable mask and none of the bystanders dares to make a single sound.

The same female from before speaks again. “Uuhm. I’m the youngest. I think I’ll fit in this small tunnel.” Timidly she steps forward, a white dress patterned with dark scales adorning her slim frame.

The All-Dragon waves a hand in assent. Dark light spills from the girl as her silhouette expands, the rest of the hangers-on quickly scurrying to the sides. Moments later a dark grey and sleek dragon is standing in the now cramped tunnel. She shuffles around a bit before grabbing onto the rock with a large clawed paw.

And nothing happens. The claw retracts before it crashes against the obstacle once again. It does not move an inch. Veins are now visible on the bare-chested man’s forehead. The grey dragon whimpers as she begins to gnaw on the rock, with little effect.


⁂
 

“Re, what’s that ruckus outside? I can’t read like this.” An old man grumbles as he looks up from an open book, a dim mana crystal in the hand that’s not holding a tome.

All kinds of sounds have been audible inside the dimly lit cave for a while now. They vary from groaning sounds of stress to a jackhammer-like staccato.

Re-Haan looks up from the latest book she is scanning, only to snap her fingers. That snap is followed by an eerie silence, not even the usual groaning of rock reaching the small library. “Better?”

The old man stares at the grin on Re-Haan’s face for a bit. He then shakes his head and resumes his reading, once again the only sound the rapid flipping of pages.


⁂
 

“So, my dear students. What have you all learned this past week?”

I sit on a couch, relaxing. Not on my usual super comfy chair but something made from materials I harvested in this dimension. Vox’s snake has a lot of trouble floating around now that it’s shaved, but the couches I stuffed with its hair are really comfortable.

We are all sitting in a large circle just before Tree. The small pond it used to have is now gone, allowing us to sit in its shade. Not that we really need it, the clouds circling around this pancake of land are getting thicker by the day, and they provide ample shade.

It will properly rain soon, and that should provide another cycle that will liven up this place and increase qi generation by a minute amount. Speaking of qi generation, that has been going rather well. More about that later though; Ket is about to speak. This should be good.

“I want everyone to promise never to speak about my heartcore fiasco again.” The poor boy is looking rather depressed. He’s slumped on the couch, his head in his hands.

“Why though, you were so happy with that core. Even kind of cute, giggling all the time.” The beastkin sitting next to him is smiling rather broadly. Her tail is twitching behind her as she tries to hide her mirth.

I notice Tess twitching the moment Angeta said the word ‘cute.’ That reminds me, I never really talked about safe sex with these kids. Being a cultivator makes some things easier, others a whole lot more complicated.

“You seemed so happy when you were bashing those swamp things over the head with a massive chunk of metal. Those stone fish never knew what hit them when you headbutted those metal balls right through them. Or those water things, I never saw you that happy. I also never knew you could giggle so much. Pfhaha.”

Angeta’s savage comments cause Ket to shrink further into his seat. He just groans as he tries to forget those dark days. Then he suddenly sits upright and starts talking.

“I don’t think that we have affinities for a certain core system. I do think that certain personalities match with certain cores better. Extrovert and introvert were the terms I learned from some of your information, Teach. Body cultivators do everything external, both in body and mind, in terms of their cultivation. Braincore cultivators do everything in their heads before it sees the light of day. I have found out that I enjoy not thinking too much. The memories from the time I had a heartcore are irreconcilable from my current, braincore perspective. A gut core gave me the worst of both worlds, so I am sticking to a braincore.”

Here he takes a deep breath. “I shifted my general intent to all types of metal. Controlling ferromagnetics is still easier, other metals also have their uses though. I am currently experimenting with alloys, both here and through simulations.” He takes another deep breath. “Done, next.” And he goes back to sulking again.

“That was quite a story. Who’s next?” I continue to pat Lola as I sit back in my seat. This couch can’t hold a candle to my own personal chair when it comes to comfort, but I think I did quite well with the materials available.

“I’ll go next.” Tess stands up and holds out her hand. “Someone please cut off my hand.”

Ket looks up in horror as the rest display varying levels of alarm. “Just do it. I’m not quite as stupid as Ket with a heartcore, trust me.” Tess is now also grinning at the boy. He gets a mean look in his eyes while pulling a sword from his ring.

sswingg

plop

A slender hand is now lying on the grass. Ket looks between the severed limb and the sword clutched in his hand as he slowly starts turning pale. “Tess, sorry, I never mea-”

The hand turns into wisps of smoke as it returns towards her stump. The end of Tess’s arm is wreathed in black smoke as the strands of darkness return to their origin. Moments later, Tess is showing off a pristinely reformed hand with a smirk on her face.

“How much can you sublime?” Tess looks at me with a dumb look on her face. “How much of your body can turn into smoke?”

“Two fingers.” Her ring and middle finger immediately turn into black mist. She forms some shapes with the fog before returning her hand to normal.

“I think braincores are super boring and heartcores are too limiting.” Tess nods to herself with a satisfied smile before sitting back down.

“I’m a fast, close range support heartcore,” Vox says. He is sitting next to Ares, who speaks up next. “I’m a long-range support braincore.”

Vox and Ares look way too smug as they high-five. They must have rehearsed that bit. “Elaborate. Wait, I mean explain further.”

“My heals and buffs are around three times more effective now, but I need to touch people. My intent is fast and wholesome. Also, smart.” Vox casts a wry glance at Ket and Bord when adding that last part.

“I can attach a qi thread to someone and improve all kinds of different things. I also learned that healing is very similar to damaging.”

Are they going to continue this duo act? I hope not. It will get old fast, I think.

“Triangles all the time is not good. I learned that no triangles means more triangles when triangle.”

Bord is back to his chubby self. Other than that, I’m not even going to try to analyse what he said. Let’s move on quickly. Angeta breaks the awkward staring contest between Bord and the rest by speaking up.

“I first changed my intent base to wood. That was useful when fixing the ship but rather useless when fighting.” We all glance towards the pristine-looking boat at the edge of the clearing. I give her a thumbs up. “Relying on plants for armour all the time has its drawbacks too, as Teach and Bord showed me.”

Here she rubs her stomach a bit. “So now I am focusing on aspects of plants for my intent. I am still working on it. Poisonous intent is not fun though.”

You bet; her fur was purple for an entire day after she asked me for the most poisonous plants at my disposal. We now all stare at Selis.

“I am still working on it. Can I tell you guys later?” Her bright blue eyes are staring into mine with such innocence. I think it’s all an act though. She can be vicious.

“Sure, tell us when you are ready. Anything else?” I receive head shakes all around. Now it is my turn to grin. I put Lola on the couch and stand up.

“Great, we have half a day left before we need to leave. I want to know if this dungeon also stops at level one hundred. Lola, want to join me on a small rampage through this place?”

Her head perks up at the mention of her name and a certain expression comes across her face as she hears my words. My wide grin might have something to do with that though. She jumps into my arms, and I start walking towards Tree.

“You guys do whatever. I’m going to do some exercise.”









Chapter thirty -one

[bookmark: _Toc5718772][bookmark: _Toc16934453]Venting 

“R e, what happened?”

The silence that went on for days is finally broken. Re-Haan is sitting next to a massive pile of books. She flicks a slender hand, shooting out a thin thread of purple. It attaches to a book, which flies she pulls over as she looks up. She purses her lips as she thinks for a few moments.

“I met someone…”

Unsure how to even begin describing all that has happened, her speech falters. Her uncle’s mouth twists into a smirk. “You met someone…”

“Yes…” She nods to herself, tilting her head left and right. “I think he’s not from around here. He can do things that… even we can’t do.”

She looks at the book in her hand and starts flipping through it. The old man opens his mouth a few times as if to begin speaking, but no words come out. The silence resumes for hours as Re-Haan flips through books, reading them at inhuman speeds.

“All done. Now uncle, thanks a lot for letting me read a bit without asking too many questions. Is there anything I can do for you in return?”

“Ho ho ho. Is the world ending? Re thanking me and asking if I need help? The dungeons must have stopped giving for this to occur, truly.”

Now looking annoyed, Re-Haan stands up and begins walking towards the entrance. “Tsk, never mind. If you insist on remaining in silence, I will at least fix up your room.”

Her back to the dark area, the air around Re-Haan explodes into violet shimmers. The carpet of books starts rolling in a wave, expanding outwards from her figure. Thin lines of deeper purple spring into existence as they rush towards the walls, where they disappear.

THUNK

A large, square slab of stone slides from the wall. Then more rectangular bricks pull themselves free. The floating books swiftly fill these gaps, forming neat rows of tomes inset into the stone. Smaller chips of rock now start flaking off the rough surfaces everywhere. The large chunks start sliding around as the floor smooths itself out.

Slowly but surely, the rough cave turns into a neat looking room, bookshelves lining every wall and benches formed out of stone appearing here and there.

“He can do things, hmm. I think I understand a bit of what you mean now.” The old man looks around the dark space unfazed. Only when the few mana crystals lift from the floor and scatter into dust does an anxious expression come over his face.

The glowing clouds of dust then divide into four, one part going to a corner of the room. There they combine into bright points of light and set themselves in shaded alcoves, casting muted brilliance across the small library.

“This is the least I can do.” Still with her back to the room, Re-Haan touches the green gem on a chain around her neck briefly. Then she resolutely shakes her head and puts her hands to the stone door blocking the entrance. “I’ll see you later.”

With those parting words, she lifts the stone to the side, opening a gap small enough for her to squeeze through. No longer inside of the silence field she set up, a cacophony of sounds batters at her eardrums. Roaring and thumping sounds reverberate through her chest as she slides through the opening.

Silence reigns as she sees the group of gathered dragons. She sneers the moment a certain over-muscled person catches her sight.

“You still dress like a pervert, I see. Oh, mighty All-Dragon.” The glistening muscles tense up as soon as she says this, sarcasm dripping from her voice. Everyone stops, both humanoids and dragons staring at her. Unruffled by becoming the sudden focus of attention, she strolls out through the opening, casually sliding the stone back into place.

“Re-Haan. I hereby judge you to be a tr-”

The muscled man receives a punch to the gut and shoots backwards, slamming into the opposite wall. He lands in a crumpled heap, a thin stream of blood trickling from his head. Not a single sound is heard as she walks over to the heap of manmeat.

Every step she takes causes a near invisible shimmer to pour from her form. Soft rumbles can be heard as she works the stone beneath her feet, carving a network of tunnels connecting the locked-up caves that house the dragons she grew up with.

“Bring me bags.”

That nonsensical demand does not cause anyone to spring into action. Re-Haan glances at the baffled faces of the hangers-on and she creases her brow.

“Bring… me… bags.”

Her words, now laced with qi, cause a flurry of activity. Moments later, she is standing alone, only the unconscious All-Dragon keeping her company. The ground rumbles some more as stone shifts under the command of a higher power than mana. She stands there for ten minutes as she finishes carving out a humanoid sized network of tunnels.

Then she walks back up the main tunnel, moving towards the large cave the now unconscious dragon woke up in days before. “I’ll need bags to bring along all those mana crystals, after all.”


⁂
 

“One moment, one thing I want to do before we leave.” I stop a few metres away from Tree. Designing formation circles can be quite complicated, not this time though. I pull out all the forcefully fused pieces of mana crystal from my ring, a couple of dozen spheres, along with some fragments.

“Ah, please give me all the crystals you guys gathered. I can use them to increase the qi density here.”

A wave of tinkling sounds later, and each disciple has a pile of colourful crystals at their feet.

“Thanks.”

A circle forms in my mind. It’s a rather simple one for a rather simple purpose. Have you ever looked at a succulent plant from the top? They all have their fleshy leaves in a spiral-like pattern. This pattern is formed by using the golden mean, nature’s way of optimizing surface area for sun absorption.

A circle similar to that pattern forms in my mind. Instead of the usual five arms, this one has eight. A growing twister of semi-circular lines that spirals outwards. A snap of my finger later, it appears in front of me, formed of qi.

Choosing the largest compressed mana crystals I have, I place them at the points where the lines meet. The second largest group gets placed in the second tier. The piles of crystals start to move as I guide each one to their own crossroad of lines.

I stretch out a hand and squeeze, forcing all the wild qi in a radius towards a single point. A small orb of solid qi forms and I place that at the centre, making sure that my fingerprints are still there. The circle has grown quite a lot now, so I send it upwards while continuously placing the mana crystals at their proper locations.

I hang it above Tree. It now looks like some weird form of a holy plant, a sparkling halo hanging above its crown. I activate it the moment all the crystals are in place. It starts slowly, small rivulets of power moving across the lines, but it starts picking up steam pretty quickly.

All the mana is guided towards the centre qi sphere, which absorbs it and releases it back out into the air, now transformed into a higher form of power. Doubling the qi generation of an entire dimension turned out to be pretty easy. I feel the excitement radiating off Tree at the power increase.

I smirk and pat its bark. “Come, Lola, let’s see how deep this dungeon is. And you guys, finish your houses. Bord, a hut made of mud is not a proper house for a cultivator. Make something better to live in.”

With that, I jump outside, landing inside the resting room between level forty and fifty. My students have spent most of the time inside Tree, only going through dungeon floors when they wanted to try something. They only cleared ten floors… Lazy bastards. Ah well, more for me.

They left the necklace in the middle of the resting area. A few days back, I moved the necklace to a corner and added a stealth field because I sensed some mages walking through. The levels in between decads must be dimensional neutral ground.

I wonder how the dungeon core solves issues like multiple groups arriving at the same time without merging the people once they step inside the room simultaneously. A good question to research later. Now I want to blow off some steam. Lola lands on the ground and looks at me while stomping her feet.

“You’re pumped too, right? Show me how much power you have gained since last time.”

I swear I can see a vicious grin on the cute rabbit’s face the moment I say this. I hang the necklace around my neck. Let’s go!


⁂
 

I look at the ceiling with irritation. I let Lola have some fun from level forty to fifty, but I saw that she was never challenged. So, I started jacking the mana crystals from the ceiling halfway through that decad and we have been sprinting through the dungeon ever since.

The crystals got harder to pull down from level seventy on, but still doable. We are now at level ninety-five and I can’t get a grip on them anymore. The crystals grew larger or more numerous every level down, never both. They are now too big and too well entrenched in the ceiling for a single qi thread to pull them down. I have to focus on a maximum of ten crystals at a time to do this, and at that point, I might as well just beat the mobs as they spawn.

I pluck Lola from my shoulder to stop her gnawing on my neck. “I know you are bored, but as a civilized rabbit there are better ways to express yourself, like kicking monsters in the face.”

Glancing around the metal wasteland I’m standing in; I can see a large volume of the rusted debris shifting. I pull my Lola-carrying arm back and hurl her at the forming monster. She kicks right through its barely formed face, horn shining brightly on her forehead.

I want to cover my face since the horn is both, you know, a fucking forehead horn and triangular, but the large metal pterodactyl rushing towards me prevents me from doing this. Actually, I can work out some of these frustrations now, so thanks for attacking me, oh rusty dinosaur.

I engage combat mode by swirling qi through my brain. The world slows down as my perception lengthens. Movement on the right, monster underground. Move to the right. Big bird-dino makes course correction. Tentacle centipede jumps at me. Move away. Watch dino and bug collide.

Avoid swarm of metal ants. Eliminate through magnetism? Eliminate through magnetism. Set up focussed field. Aim. Activate.

CRISIS MODE. Avoid storm of metal coming my way. Magnetism too effective. Adjust calculation algorithm. Account for relatively high magnetite percentage in metal. Use in smaller quantities. Make auto targeting process for small fries. Scan for priority targets. Massive sandworm is emerging, engage.

Curse at Lola for kill stealing. Stupid horn is still stupid, even if it is coated with a negative magnetic field. Gather scrap for small fry elimination process. Railgun construction is most optimal way of fighting here. Aim at all visible enemies. Activate.

I land, metal shards raining down around me. Another process catches all the falling mana crystals, so a stream of shiny shards is now pouring into my ring. Note to self, don’t automate the battle if you want to exercise some. Being too effective is also not good.

“Stop attacking me Lola. I’ll tone it down on the next level, ‘kay? And you stole my kill first, so don’t go complaining when I accidentally insta-kill the entire floor.”

She grunts and squeaks a bit at that. I pick up the irritated bunny and scratch her between the ears. She is immediately mollified once I start my ministrations. Walking towards the next level, I ponder about the apparent lack of normal loot in this dungeon. Maybe the mana crystals are the loot?


⁂
 

Ket makes another screen appear while the rest is still staring at the massive, slowly rotating formation their Teacher made in seconds. It hangs above the golden Tree, making the previously majestic perennial have an otherworldly air. The light from the small suns is refracted as it shines through the suspended solid mana, giving the entire clearing a magical lighting effect.

“He gets super enthusiastic about the lamest stuff, and then does something like this as if it’s not even a big deal,” Tess complains a bit as she sits next to Ket.

“The circle is rather simple. It just looks impressive.”

“Shut up Ket.” Tess looks at Lola rampaging across the levels with a small smile on her face.

Bord is looking at the hut he built. A fur-covered hand pats him on the shoulder. “He just doesn’t like the materials. He didn’t say a thing about the design.”

With a single tear rolling down his cheek, Bord starts destroying the house made from triangular bricks.

“I can help you make wooden triangles; would you like that?”

In reply to Angeta’s smirking question, Bord slowly nods while sniffling.









Chapter thirty -two

[bookmark: _Toc5718773][bookmark: _Toc16934454]Abstraction 

A  wooden house with a triangular pattern wall sits next to six houses of even weirder colour and shape. A squat tree with a door in its bark and square windows sits next to a modern architect’s wet dream. A cosy log cabin is beside an impossibly lithe and slim construction, made from thin beams and open spaces. Two small gothic cathedrals, one made from dark stone, the other white, round out the odd collection of domiciles.

A classic castle, complete with watchtower and crenelated balcony, sits a bit away from the small village. A Greek temple is placed on the opposite side of the clearing these buildings are in. Heaps of various objects, ranging from swords to spoons and bolts of cloth lay in a corded off area. A massive tree stands in the middle of the clearing, a lake and a garden behind it.

All of these marvellous structures and scenes are completely ignored by the occupants of this space. Crunching sounds can be heard as a group of seven people - ranging in age from teenager to young adult - sit around a projected screen while munching on snacks.

“What level is he at now? I lost count.”

“This is level ninety-five,” replies Ket to Ares’s question. “He finally can’t just pull the crystals from the ceiling anymore. Focusing on a few at a time is just as time-consuming as beating the mobs from here on out.”

The display zooms out a bit while a storm of metal shards swirl around the bearded man. A white rabbit is seen ploughing through a wide variety of metal-made monsters in the distance.

“Ooh, that’s a big worm.”

“Hah, that was a big worm.”

“He seems to be better at controlling metal than you, Ket.”

“He is also a couple of dozen times more powerful than me.”

“What is he doing with all those piec-”

“Well, that ended quickly.”

Various comments come from the peanut gallery as Teach rampages through the dungeon. The next level is filled with fog, limiting sight to but a few scant metres. A massive wind rips the mist apart, leaving sheepish-looking monsters visible.

“He is also better at controlling water than me, Ket. It’s nothing to be ashamed about.”

“Could you all shut up? I am trying to watch this. Bord, give me some more of those banged grains.”

“He called it popped corn.”

“Whatever.”

The group happily chats as they watch their Teacher demolish dungeon floor after dungeon floor with mechanical precision.


⁂
 

Valerius Arrhenius is having a bad day. That doesn’t really say much though; the last few years have been pretty miserable for him. All these frustrations have caused the poor sod to talk to himself even more. Pelted by the cold wind and light rain, he huddles in an alcove while mumbling.

“…and who gets the blame for all this? Not the one guilty, of course. Oh no, that would be too logical for the old farts. Everyone except the ones who screwed up gets the blame for allowing a couple of kids to stroll inside the mage’s holy sanctum. I knew Tonn Vink was a sly old bastard, but I would never have guessed he could fool everyone into thinking he didn’t screw up by getting knocked out. He gets a nice position and servants just because he has some power. His control is way worse than mine, but oh no, that is not important of course. Only the large-scale destruction matters…”

He mumbles some more, sighs, and continues walking. His new patrol takes him across the dungeon entrance, going from one side to the other and back again. He spent the last week patrolling the many walkways, bridges, and backstreets around the single tunnel going inside the massive stone sphere. He greets some robed figures here and there; most ignore him or sneer in his direction.

He suddenly stops in the middle of a narrow bridge between two protruding buildings. The only thing that moves is his head, which is slowly turning upwards. His neck creaks a bit as his usually slumped posture changes. A large round object seems to block the little light piercing through the clouds. A low thump sounds as the round object disappears from his sight, but the damage has already been done.

“IT’S THE HAPPY IMMORTAL!”

“Was that the happy immortal?”

“THE SMILING DEVIL!”

The mages around Valerius go into a frenzy. There is a single tale told by generation upon generation of mages, that of the smiling immortal. A round-faced old man, who only smiles and never speaks. Interaction with this mythical figure will net all involved fortune or death, it is told. Valerius wants to crawl away into a corner and wait for the storm to blow over, but the tolling bells sounding out across the entire outer dungeon calls all mages.

He makes his way over to the closest gathering space, a large common room situated to the right of the dungeon entrance. Standing in a corner, he watches mages stream in. He stands there alone for an hour, watching the mages around him have lively conversations. Then the room is suddenly quiet. An ornate man with an ornamental staff is standing on a small podium drawing all attention as he speaks.

“The smiling immortal has been sighted. He carries a large bag with unknown contents and is standing on top of the dungeon. He has not moved since arriving, as the legends tell. No Flight has been spotted. None shall disturb him as he waits.”

With that, they are dismissed. Valerius just sighs a bit, a lot of hustle and bustle over nothing. Walking back outside, he continues to wander around.

Just when the sun is about to set, he nearly has a heart attack. A hand suddenly grasps his shoulder. Slowly moving his head, he sees his immediate superior.

“I follow, magus. What is your wish?” he asks while bowing, the subservience to his betters drilled into him by long years of following the strict etiquette.

“Follow.”

“Your command.” With another bow, Valerius walks after the high mage.


⁂
 

“So, this is level hundred and one? I’m guessing this dungeon is older than the Tower, hmm.” I’m talking to myself again. Wait, Lola is here, and I can feel my students observing me through my necklace. I wipe the imaginary sweat from my forehead, talking to yourself is a sure sign of beginning madness, after all.

After keeping my mental demons at bay for over a thousand years, losing it just because I have to cultivate all over again on a planet decidedly not ideal for cultivation would be a real pity. I feel rabbit teeth biting me in the neck, waking me from my musings.

“Yeah, yeah. Let’s go wreck shit.” Light is everywhere, partially hiding the shape made from liquid metal that rushes me. I punch it, and it explodes into a beautiful display, like an explosion of mercury. Looking around, I see more shiny monsters forming from the floating drops of metal. Catching the large metal mana crystal, I think about that fact that the levels have been getting more and more abstract.

The first level was a nice sunny, grassy field. Now I am inside an undulating liquid-metal cave. A glimmering stalagmite forms into an insect-like monster, only for Lola to kick it back into loose drops of metal a second later. Let’s go see what the other levels have in store.


⁂
 

The levels somehow keep getting weirder and weirder. I’m standing in the middle of a forest of diffused white pillars. Light is everywhere, but I can’t make out a source. My current theory is that everything around me is made of frozen radiation, somehow. I have a film of qi over my eyes letting only a fraction of a fraction of visible light through. Even my heartcore-qi-reinforced retinas started smoking at the massive amounts of visible photons coming from every single direction.

I take a random step and lose my sense of direction even further. Lola nudges me to the left, so to the left I go. I can’t smell, hear, taste or feel anything different over there, but I have learned not to underestimate the instincts of a body cultivator.

I’m technically a body cultivator too, but I’d still rather follow my braincore logic than trusting vague gut instincts. Stepping around a white pillar a few metres in diameter, I see more pillars. They stretch upwards into infinity. I see them disappear into a white glow as I try to follow one with my sight.

I’m going to randomly guess that this level has something to do with light, but I am not entirely sure. I feel a damp nose nudging me forward and nearly fall into a barely visible pit. DANGERCRISIS!!

Fling self to side. Block eyes with hands. Eyes still hurt from light getting through eyelids and sunglasses-qi. Land on floor, roll between pillars. Decrease friction, slide onwards. Safe? Safe, for now.

Phew, good thing I linked at least a part of my heartcores instincts to my danger scanning process. That beam of light I just dodged had a photon density similar to a small sun. Spreading qi in this environment is less than useful, the massive amounts of illumination everywhere here have some form of corrosive ability. It’s like it burns my qi away.

Ten minutes later I am standing over the only dark thing I saw at this level. I didn’t spot any enemies either, so no mana crystals. I feel kind of robbed. The mana density is extremely high, but converting it into qi is impossible like this, so I shrug and jump into the dark stairway going down.

The next floor is just leaves everywhere. Okay, from floor hundred on the levels got kind of abstract, but this is just weird. The leaf I’m standing on suddenly closes like a Venus flytrap, but a swift kick shreds the thick green sheet.

CRISISDANGERSHIT

Kick again. Another leaf, kick again. This is getting irritating. Let’s try fire. Imbue kick with fire. Plants are mainly water, it just sizzles. What is opposite of nature mana? It should be fire, but these things are like succulent leaves. Plants come from ground, let’s try earth.

‘HEAVY EARTH, UNMOVING ROCK, SHIFTING PLATES, I GOT A BIG CO-’

I stop my chant as I see the plants under my feet literally melt. Shrouding myself in a cocoon of earth-intent qi seems to do the trick here. My knees nearly buckle as I land on solid dead plant matter. Looking upwards, I only see waving green stems and a wide variety of leaves.

The stairway to the next level is visible a few metres away. Let’s see if the next level is less weird.

Nope, it’s even weirder still. It’s like I’m surrounded by water surfaces everywhere. Waves somehow overlap and flow through each other, the occasional ripple moving over and under the composite oscillations.

I’m getting a headache. Level hundred forty-nine was made up of black, chunky tentacles, but that level at least had enemies I could fight. Level hundred fifty was an ocean of frozen flame where the monsters formed from shattering gouts of still fire. Now it seems to be getting weirder still.

I take in a deep breath and jump upwards. Aerodynamic stabilising surfaces and a few turbines made from qi form around my body as I try to reach the ceiling. The moving walls play a weird trick on my eyes, making me totally unable to tell how far away the moving surface is.

DANGERSTOP.

I manage to smack into said ceiling with only half my original speed. My nose hurts a bit, that’s all. I catch Lola who went flying and study the solid blue surface above me while stabilising myself in the air.

Then I realise what is going on. The entire room is covered with mana crystals. Instead of a few crystals on the ceiling, the mana densities are so high here that the whole room is covered in the stuff. I grin maniacally and punch out with a good portion of my strength.

It’s like I was surrounded by mirrors and shattered them all at once. A dense web of cracks shoots across everything around me. The blue shards then start falling, shattering as they land. I am now in a massive cave with a dense carpet of blue shards and dust covering the floor.

How am I going to find the exit now that it’s covered in a few metres of mana crystal? Shit…


⁂
 

“You sure it’s that way, you shitty rabbit?” She bites me in the left earlobe this time. I shrug and move through the dense soup of darkness, trusting in her instincts as my own senses have totally failed me by this point.

This feels like I am walking through pitch black water in the dark of night while clouds cover the sky, no moon is out, and stars don’t exist. It’s horrendously dark, is what I am trying to say.

I feel a slight prick on my left thigh and the automated process I set up immediately retaliates with a network of crisscrossing beams of light. I had to form a touch-based fighting process to get through the last few floors. It’s an effective but boring way to get through these levels.

I can’t sense anything here except for the floor under my feet, so touch is the only sense letting me know that I am under attack. The floor is obviously darkness, so the retaliation process just blasts the general area with concentrated lasers as soon as I feel anything.

Luckily, I have Lola along for the ride. She somehow knows where the exit is. I’m not jealous of a rabbit not even a year old, no way.

The exit is found after only half an hour of stumbling around. By falling into it face first. I tried punching the floor, but that did nothing. I even put in my full power and I think I felt something break, but it had no effect on my non-existent vision.

I sigh in relief as I see the dark stairway going down. I think I have had enough fun for now. I still made out like a bandit though, the shattered mana crystals covering the walls the last couple of decads are now all tucked inside my ring. Adding that massive amount of solid mana to the qi-generation circle above Tree should double the qi generated by the thing.

But for now, I am happy to be away from the sense-numbing last few levels. I like some weirdness now and then, but total disorientation along with sensory deprivation is only fun for so long.

I pull my necklace over my head and drop it in the corner. I don’t bother weaving protective spells around it this time. I’m willing to bet my mother on the fact that not a single mage has ever been on levels this deep.

I appear in the clearing, expecting to see a group of students consuming popcorn as they watch Lola and me fight through the dungeons. Instead, my eyes are greeted by a grand spectacle of water in its various forms. 

Selis is dancing like a water goddess. She must have a substantial percentage of all the water inside this dimension under her control. Shards of ice make intricate geometric patterns as they flow through thick streams of mist while coils of liquid water snake in between.

I see blobs of water with unnaturally high surface tension freeze into large snow crystals. Honestly, words kind of fail me here. It’s like she’s a walking art installation, focused on the many properties of water. Then she sees me and the serene expression on her face changes into a wide smile. Water crashes down around her as she comes skipping towards me.

“I’m a braincore too! Did you know that you can’t squeeze water? You can push air together, but water resists that kind of stuff. And freezing it slowly makes really pretty shapes Teach! It’s really cool.”

She pauses for a bit, only then realising the pun she made. A short fit of giggles later, she continues to speak rapidly. “And I can make it thicker now. This water is like pudding while this is like sand.” A rounded stream of water dances around a misty coiling water snake.

“And it can become very big if you make it hot, that is really useful for making stuff go ‘BOOM!’ Also, Teach, did you know that squeezing water really hard and then poking a single hole can make it cut like a knife? And Teach, water also can be used to make stuff like salt disappear. And…”

I already regret coming in here. Who thought it was a good idea to let a manic explosive chatterbox like Selis get the thinking capacity to literally never stop talking? I feel the headache that only just now disappeared coming back with a vengeance.











  
 

Chapter thirty -three

[bookmark: _Toc5718774][bookmark: _Toc16934455]Summit 

I  stare at Tess who is sitting on a branch, halfway up Tree. I have a small process running that randomly checks for incongruities in my memories. The fact that the dungeons on this planet seem to separate discrete groups of people going through their levels in layered dimensions was flagged. Why was it flagged? Because I came across Tess halfway through a dungeon level, when we should have been in separate spaces.

Shifting my gaze over to the rabbit who found her, I do some calculations. I measure the total effort it cost me to crack the layer separating me and my disciples. Then I recall how much qi Lola had at the time. The qi amounts are nowhere near similar. Even if Lola spent all her qi on kicking the dimensional barrier, she would need at least a few hundred times more power than she had at the time.

Is the Tower dungeon weaker? The fact that it stopped at level hundred seems to indicate that. I didn’t see a lot of mages going through the Tower dungeon, so maybe mages adventuring through the levels help a dungeon grow? Maybe restrictions get lessened when a person is near death? Maybe Lola messed with the separation that the Tower core was doing?

I file away the irritating conundrum in my ever-growing to-do list and decide to get a move on. I have a schedule to keep, after all.

Selis is still messing around with vast volumes of water while happily chattering at my pet rabbit. The rest of the students are either in their homes or wandering around. I sense Vox playing around with his mount, the long-haired snake I shaved. Angeta, Ket, and Bord are using the beastkin’s fire capybara mount as a foot warmer while reading some books in the library. It’s a good thing all those tomes are mostly fireproof, that could have gone very wrong very quickly otherwise. Content that they are using their time semi-productively, I turn to Tree. 

“TEACH! Wait up!” I stop and see Ket running towards me. He falteringly stops his mad dash, only barely avoiding crashing into me. “Sorry, still getting used to this qi level. I wanted to show you this. Maybe it would be fun?”

He holds out a piece of jade. Raising an eyebrow, I scan it with some augur. I let out a chuckle as I look through the contents. “Good idea. Seems like fun indeed.”

“Done with the dungeon? I stopped being able to get a clear picture of what happened outside the necklace a while ago.”

“Yeah, the later levels get very weird. The elemental energies are so thick I was nearly blind myself. I will call you guys out when we are sailing again. I’m going to do some modification to this place while we travel and don’t want to bother with keeping you guys and the mounts safe.”

Ket nods. “Okay, I have some ideas on how to make all that information available.”

“We’ll talk later then.”

Done with that, I put my hand on the massive trunk and focus on the medallion still in the resting area. Forming a set of spider legs from qi, I move the necklace towards the right doorway. The swirling darkness making up the portal is as ominous as ever. I make the necklace jump and retract my qi before the dungeon can absorb the energies. I jump back outside the moment it lands on the floor and I emerge in a dark tunnel.

Looking around, the traps in the tunnel are all reset. Some light comes from the entrance, indicating daytime. Lola jumps through Tree’s portal and hugs my neck with shaking eyes. She nestles into my shoulder while shaking a bit.

“Oooh, are we back at the entrance? Nice, I can try some things with the salty sea water. What is the next plan Teach? Having a braincore is really fun, I really like being able to think so much. Did you know…”

I groan a bit. Lola starts shivering more, ears lying flat against her back. Stop terrorising my rabbit, you irritating disciple! I should never have encouraged my disciples to try out new cultivation systems. Maybe those old fogies back in the cultivation world weren’t so dumb, secluding themselves for centuries at a time. I can sympathise a bit now.

I stare at the blue-haired girl until her mouth slows down. Her sentences taper off as my glare grows in intensity. I nod at her with extreme gratefulness as soon as her mouth closes.

“Speaking is silver. Silence is golden.”

With that piece of free advice, I start pouring out qi. Linking it to my scanning process, I make a map of all traps. Small shifts in rocks and earth here and there block them one by one. I form another process to undo the changes when I am out of range and set it to self-delete as soon as it is done.

With that, I step through the entrance doorway onto the water surface in the tunnel. Selis keeps quiet with a thoughtful look on her face as she follows me. She waves a single hand when we step out into the light of day. The soft rain now avoids us both as we walk across the open ocean surface.

Two more incongruities pop out of me. Does this planet have any tides? A few metres of water level difference would either block the entrance or make it inaccessible from the sea surface. Secondly, I sometimes use physical gestures to activate a process and Selis seems to have copied that habit. I can do without, but snapping my finger just looks cool.

“Two questions, does this planet have tides and why did you wave your hand to activate the rain shield?”

“What’s a tide? And I think it looks cool when you do stuff that starts with a snap or a hand wave.”

“The moon does not have any effect on the water? The sea level doesn’t fluctuate based on the moon?” I know it doesn’t, of course. Looking through my memories, the sea level has been rather stable so far.

“Moon? Why…” Then her eyes go wide in realisation. “Is that this gravity thing? Ket and Vox talked about it a few days ago. Stuff goes towards stuff, right? I don’t know. I do know that the sea moves a bit faster now and then. Hmm, yes, the ocean flow does follow the moon. Why?”

“Just one more mystery to figure out, nothing important. Let’s get the ship out here and start-” I look up. There. Something familiar. Reinforce sea surface. Scan and calculate optimal path. Jump. Kick off of quay, wall, bridge, and rooftop. Run across stone buildings, upwards. Form vacuum seal beneath feet to stick to dungeon dome surface. Target found and locked in.

Ignore Selis yelling behind me.


⁂
 

A small group of robe-clad men and woman carefully thread across a slippery surface. The robes are of all kinds of colours in differing hues and levels of colour brightness. One man dressed in dark brown robes has a very confused look on his face as he carefully walks across the slippery black surface of the massive dungeon sphere.

He opens his mouth now and then but doesn’t make a sound. Trudging along after the silent and rain-soaked group, his mouth starts moving in silence. Unheard by the collection of mages, he starts complaining silently.

‘Why in all the dungeons do I have to follow this bunch? Why are none of the current powerhouses here? All I see is patrol duty mages. And why do I have to follow this bunch while it is raining? The smiling immortal is not to be disturbed; all the legends say.’

This complaining figure is Valerius. His supervisor had commanded him to follow sometime after the emergency meeting ended, but that command was the only thing he had said to him. He had waited in silence throughout the night inside one of the higher-ranked resting areas.

Sure, the furniture was comfortable, and the room was as gaudy as ever, but that did not mean that Valerius felt comfortable with sleeping under the nose of his boss. The boss who never really bothered him otherwise. A pit formed in his stomach through the long hours of waiting. Combined with the lack of sleep, the mage was feeling pretty miserable when the morning came.

More mages gathered, the only communication happening were loaded glances. Then they started walking through a network of tunnels he had never even heard of. They ended up on top of the dungeon and started walking towards the very top. Towards where the smiling immortal was waiting still.

Valerius recognises some of them. A woman of the air affinity that he had fancied for a while and a reticent fire mage that he had shared a table with during dinner a few times. The rest all unknown. It took him longer than he would like to admit to recognizing the single aspect they all have in common. An apparent lack of power.

Half of the group has the robe brightness of journey mages, the highest power level coming along belonging to a full mage. Pondering about why a meeting with a legendary figure such as the smiling immortal is being done by such low power magic users, Valerius trudges on across the gently sloped surface of the dungeon.

‘Tonn Vink is on dungeon duty, why is he not here? He is the highest power earth user. It just doesn’t make any sense. And we should leave the silently smiling immortal alone, right? That figure is always present when great shifts happen in the world’s history. And the announcement also mentioned Flight? What do the dragons have to do with anything?’

Resisting the urge to tear his hair from his head, he just puts one foot after the other.

“Valerius, stop talking to yourself.” The voice of his superior startles him out of his stupor.

“My apologies, magus Fredon.”

“Haha, no worries. You’ll understand soon enough. You have done well the past few years, ignoring all those stupid power-hungry fools. If only they knew.”

Startled by the absolutely savage smile on Fredon’s face, Valerius keeps walking.

A damp and arduous journey later, their goal comes in sight. Standing on top of a massive round object is a rotund figure. The round face, round belly, wrinkled skin and happy, vacant stare become visible in the dreary morning light. Valerius sees an old fat man, clad in white ornamental robes, standing stock still on top of a large object. An air of timeless and majestic dignity shrouds the person like a second set of clothes.

The round object turns out to be a massive sack, stitched together from a wide variety of pieces of cloth. Sharp objects poke against the tightly stretched fabric, making small tears here and there. The group slowly approaches.

“Hail the immortal.” Following the rest of the group, Valerius also sinks to his knees.

“Might we be of service?”

No reply. The fat figure does not move a single muscle. So, the group waits. What follows are the longest hours of Valerius’ life as he kneels while the rain soaks him to the bone.

thump thump THUMP THUMP

Something speeds by and lands next to the large sack. Valerius looks up as a gust of wind makes him shiver. He was already pretty cold and the speeding figure creating a large gust of wind does not help him get warm in the slightest. He sees a bearded man staring up towards the still silhouette of the smiling immortal.

“Teach! Wait for meeeee! Why are you running away! I promise I’ll talk less!”

A small blue-haired girl also runs by, the soft rain somehow avoiding her entirely, leaving her completely dry. She stops next to the man.

“Are we sailing yet?” More people suddenly appear as the girl joins the lanky bearded man.

“Sel, keep me dry. Drying out my fur is a pain.”

“Sure Angy. Teach, why did you run off?”

“This is the top of the mana dungeon? Why are those mages kneeling?”

“CRYSTALS!!” Valerius can’t help but shout out. His shaking finger points to the group of newcomers standing around the smiling immortal, only now seeing the sharp pieces of mana crystal sticking through a few rips in the cloth here and there. If the entire sack is filled with mana crystals, that would be such an enormous amount that the cold, soaked mage can’t even wrap his head around.

Everyone now stares at him. The mages look confused while a black-haired boy and girl shout in recognition as they point at him.

“Teach, that’s him!”

“Teach?”

The bearded man is gone, looking upwards Valerius sees that he is now standing in front of to the old, fat man.

“Hey,” says the man with a smile.

The dignified immortal moves for the first time, shifting its posture to face the bearded interloper. Absolute silence follows as the intruder kisses the old guy full on the mouth.









Chapter thirty -four

[bookmark: _Toc5718775][bookmark: _Toc16934456]Impetuous 

“ He…”

“Wha…”

“Wow…”

“Ew…”

“You go, Teach!” shouts Vox while whooping.

A very small, minuscule part of my psyche rebels at what I’m doing. I shush that bigoted part of myself and continue to French kiss the fat, wrinkled face. The shell does not matter; I keep telling myself, it’s all about what’s inside after all. I wrap the figure in my arms while closing my eyes against the glow. I feel the soft doughy flesh shift into firm womanly curves. I get punched as soon as the change is done.

“Don’t compromise this image. The mortals leave us alone when we take that form. And don’t just start kissing me, Drew.” I wince a bit at her use of my name but ignore it.

“I missed you too. Did you bring presents?” I indicate the large stitched sack filled with mana crystals we are standing on, not bothering to wipe the grin from my face.

“Phew, him kissing that old guy scared me half to death!”

“Aww, I thought I was going to see some man on man action.”

“Shut up Tess, don’t remind me of that gross image. I can never forget that. Why did I stick with a braincore?”

“I agree, Tess. That was hot!”

“Vox? Do you have something to tell me?”

I ignore the babbling group of students as I stealthily wrap an arm around Rhea’s waist. I do it as naturally as possible while turning around. She does not react as I study the group of kneeling mages.

“That’s the guy, Ket?”

Ket nods in reply to my question as I study his aura. The kneeling man has brown hair and a frame both skinny and pudgy. He feels sad, hopeless and dull. I start thinking about how to best do this, but the guy is obviously not happy in his current position, and I don’t want to take any unnecessary risks.

Rifling through my ring, I find a small medicine bottle. I pull the cork and extract small droplets, letting one fall on the skin of every mage here except one.

“Teach, what’s that?”

“Just some amnesiac anaesthesia. I can’t seem to shake this habit of secrecy,” I reply to Vox.

“Ah, forgetting drugs…”

I jump down and stand in front of the still-kneeling fellow, ignoring the slumped figures that now surround him.

“You are the only one that doesn’t seem like a horrible person; wanna go do something else?” I try my best to project an air of possibility, a starting point with open roads stretching to the horizons. He looks at me with confusion across his face.

The mage then looks down, sighs very deeply and starts muttering to himself. “And now I’m going crazy. All I wanted was to be a farmer, but now I am talking to a bearded gay person who kisses transforming legenda-”

“Perfect! Please become my gardener.”

“Gardener?”

“Yeah, here.” I want to get a move on, so I shove a mystical herbs and plants primer inside a piece of jade and push it against his forehead. Three threads of qi probe the three locations. His cultivation will be as dull as the person himself feels. His dantian reacts a bit, so a gutcore. I initiate the core forming process by shoving the mental image of his scanned body inside his dantian and pull him inside Tree.

I keep an eye on him as he starts stumbling around, gaping at the sight of Tree with its mana formation crown. The qi density in the air is ever increasing and he starts sprinting towards the bushes after only a few breaths. Ah, the horrors of starting a fresh gutcore cultivation with a body polluted by years and years of living.

Even through the huffing and puffing the guy is doing I see a light start appearing in his eyes as he looks at the lush foliage covering every square centimetre of ground inside the dimension. Then I realise that I am spying on a guy having horrible diarrhoea and snap my focus back towards my current situation.

I look at my students, who are rifling through the robes of the unconscious mages. The diplomatic group seemed to be rather low-powered; I cycled through some emotions and did not notice that much mana around them, but their pockets are filled with loot.

Ares is looking wide-eyed at Selis, who is looking at a blue-tipped stick. Ket is counting coins while Angeta is basically molesting the largest man of the group. Yeah, the beastkin is done with searching the guy now, this is getting creepy.

I turn back to Rhea. “So, how was your trip?”

She grins back at me. “Satisfying.”

“I can’t wait to hear it.” Just as I am about to pull out the ship and start sailing east, she jumps me and kisses me in return.

Forgive me for making a small diversion here, but I want to paint a small picture of how I visualise my available brain-space. Imagine you’re hanging in the centre of a large, spherical room. There are inputs and outputs on the edges of said room, points where cables can be plugged in to provide sensory information. Sight, sound, touch and every other physical or mystical sense you can imagine can be routed from there to anywhere inside the room.

The person hanging in the centre is surrounded by a bright cocoon; this indicates how much of the available brain-space is used for normal, conscious thoughts. Around that cocoon are semi-transparent rooms, each walled-off area representing an automated process.

A large section at the top of the sphere is occupied by scanning and danger sensing processes. Beneath me is a network of miscellaneous small processes. Information processing is to my left, storage to the right and background tasks are to my back. My front is occupied by sensor analysis, giving me data about what I see, hear and feel.

This entire picture of neatly divided and automated processes gets shattered as Rhea pours information directly into my brain. I can feel her grinning through the kiss. Raw data on all kinds of things such as books, dragon-related lore, ancient ceremonies, mapped lands and political structures crash through my mind.

All the neatly divided sections shatter, and the bright cocoon around my mental avatar starts seeping inside the ravaged brain-space, and I feel my mind beginning to grow.

I open my eyes.

The world, which at this point has been a single point, expands into a line. It also was a line, which expands into an infinite plane. The plane that has been there all along expands into a three-dimensional space. The three-dimensional space expands into a fourth dimension, which I now finally understand.

I open my eyes wider.

The last bit of clear reasoning left in my mind is awed at the expansion of consciousness and understanding. It is also horrified at the fact that my mind soon won’t be able to function in such a narrow and limited manner anymore.

The fear of the unknown, the healthy apprehension at mentally ascending while still being physically stuck her is washed away as my understanding grows out of my control.

My eyes open even wider.

The end of this world comes into sight, only a scant few million years until the ecosystem becomes unable to sustain life. The few billion years until the local sun expands, swallowing up this solar system is now as clear as the next number in a simple mathematical sequence. It feels like the sun exploding into a supernova, leaving only a white dwarf, is just around the corner.

I clearly see the universe’s heat death approaching now. Then blackness. Just an infinite empty void in which the last black holes radiate themselves to death.

I do still feel some sort of tether holding me back though. There is a small link to a small mind that holds a small bit of understanding. It does feel warm though. Warmer than this hopeless, bleak outlook that has the end staring me in the face all the time.

The last remnant of my old, foolish, ignorant self reaches for the link. It wants to hug it, to keep it close in blissful ignorance. The majority of my mind is now calculating the likeliness of a big bang happening again. Gravity affects everything in the universe, so all that blackness should contract once again, right? Calculating when the ever-expanding cloud of loose and disintegrating elemental particles will contract once again is straining at my mind.

The creation and collapse of the entire multiverse could very well be the heartbeat of a creature far beyond any understanding. A more likely scenario is that this universe is just a single sub-molecular particle in some sort of ultra-high dimension. History and nature do tend to repeat.

Just as the answer to this question seems around the corner, I get pulled back.

“You were gone. What happened?” Unfamiliar grey eyes stare into mine with a hint of concern.

I blink a bit while looking around. I am on top of the mana dungeon, right? Things are slowly making sense again. Massive sack of crystals, check. Disciples, check. Unconscious mages, check. I should form the student contract thing with Ares later, I remind myself. Smoking hot dragon babe, check.

What was I doing again? Rhea just poured information into my mind, and then… Then what? Heartbeats that span quadrillions of years? It slips from my mind as my brain-space reforms from a template. Chunks of data processing and other automated procedures slide back into place from memory. I gather the floating bits of information that were just shoved through my skull and place them in in the information inbox.

D cup. There is that measuring process again. I look down and grin. “You got a handle on the form shifting process?”

I see the gears inside her mind spin as she follows my gaze to her bust. Her chest glows a bit and shrinks.

C cup… That’s fine too, I guess. “We can explore that stuff later. Let’s first get out of here.” I just want to be away from this place now; there’s a creepy deadness in the air that I don’t like at all. It wasn’t there just moments ago, weird.

I sink qi into my necklace and slide the ship towards Tree using some quickly formed qi threads. I pull it through and out the moment the bow touches the golden glowing wood while making sure that the modified keel is slid upwards into the hull. It slams against the black stone, and I form some qi constructs to keep it from tipping. Jumping up on the deck, I go and stand behind the wheel.

Let’s go through the pre-sail checklist quickly. The ship is fully repaired and looking sleek. The single mast is back in place. The sails are not necessary anymore and are stowed below decks. Lastly, I check the extensive modification I made to the internal qi wiring and control systems. That all checks out too.

Then I set the entire thing rolling down the slope, going to the south-west. The towering smokestack is a rather easy-to-spot goal. I feel the deck reverberate as my disciples and Rhea get onboard.

“Don’t start pulling chairs from your ring just yet. It’ll get rough for a bit! And don’t mess with the ship in transit, Angy!” I raise my voice to be heard over the din of wood screeching across stone. Angeta lets the wooden chair she formed from the deck sink back, and Ket pulls the luxurious couch back into his ring.

The vessel picks up speed, and I begin constructing a ramp. Almost forgot to activate the stealth field. The protective shield would negate some of the coming shocks, but centuries of sneaking around made me avoid unneeded attention. Much good that did me so far…

Halfway down the slope, I realise that I need to modify the way I process momentum. Also, I might have underestimated the slipperiness of a perfectly smooth stone surface wet from the rain. The fact that a large wooden vessel weighing several hundred tonnes generates a lot of momentum when sliding down a slope seems so obvious in hindsight.


⁂
 

“What just happened?” Selis tilts her head as she steadies herself on the vibrating deck. Seven young adults and a mature lady are gathered in a group, huddling midships. “Ket, what just happened? Lady?”

“Call me Re-Haan. And I just blew his mind. Don’t know why he is acting so weird though.” Re-Haan shifts on her feet while avoiding any eye contact.

“Blew his mind? Can you clarify?” Ket asks.

“Uhm, I sent him a rather large collection of data directly. Like putting it inside a piece of jade.”

“You send him information directly! Let’s see. Yep, that would shatter the numbered compartments and cause his mind to expand beyond the local universal limit. We are lucky that he is back, somehow. He felt wrong for a moment like he was everywhere but nowhere.” Selis has the presence of mind to command some rain to gather on Ket’s head the moment his hair starts wafting steam.

“What do you mean, compartments? Is it like telling a part of my brain water to do something by itself?” asks Selis.

“Brain water? Compartments? Don’t you mean brain-slaves that do my bidding?” asks Re-Haan.

Ket stumbles a bit as the ship picks up speed. “It seems that we all have our own way of setting up automated processes. Interesting. Teach must have just reformed his basic template, that’s why he suddenly pulled out a ship and set it barrelling down the slope.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, but aren’t we going a little fast?” The small group of braincore cultivators only then notice the rapid gaining of momentum. They turn to the speaker, Tess, who is looking ahead nervously.

“I’m sure that he has it under control, right?” Angeta joins the group as she casts a worried and irritated glance towards the bearded man behind the steering wheel. “He seems a bit manic at the moment, what did you do when you kissed him, lady?”

“Call me Re-Haan. I just gave him some information.”

“Sure, Re, and please don’t do that again. At least not outsid-”

The rest of the conversation is cut off as the ship starts bucking wildly. A grey, glowing ramp starts to form in front of the ship, only for the sliding vessel to shatter it without much effort. The ship has reached the forty-five-degree slope halfway down the large stone sphere and is barrelling towards the highest buildings with speed.

“Whoops, sorry about that! Can’t anchor qi constructs to dungeon stone, somehow slipped my mind! Now how do I keep this thing under twenty g?” Teach’s voice does little to reassure the group, who are now clutching the railing.

Tess starts sinking into a shadow while waving at the rest with a shit-eating grin. Selis has closed her eyes and tendrils of water start to gather around the ship. Bord is murmuring something about triangles while eyeing the shattered remains of the ramp. Re-Haan looks around with a frown on her face. She sighs a bit before yelling: “CLOSE YOUR EYES.”

A bright, purple-tinged light bathed the mana dungeon that day. Some mages reported seeing a flying ship with massive dragon wings sprouting from the deck sailing overhead. Other swear they heard incoherent screaming. Other still swear that nothing special happened. A small contingent of low ranked mages went missing for half a day, only to be found stumbling around without any recollection of what occurred in the past week.

That last report was largely ignored by the mages in high positions, only a secret council of mages skilled in control instead of power took notice. The disappearance of one of their own, a promising potential recruit, was just a small footnote in the reports that they sent out.

Besides all that though, none of the mages seem to be aware of a small circle, spinning slowly at the highest point of the mana dungeon.









Chapter thirty -five
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L og of Ket. Day 2 of sailing.

0600: Wake up in own room in the Ascent, go outside at 0612, swim in sea for 10.5 minutes at 15.6 metre per second average, eat 0.94 kilograms of food. Fish, grains and vegetables. Set alarm in 8 hours to eat again.

0630: Juggling 82 swords. Sailing is getting boring now.

0714: Tess walks on deck and attacks. Spar for 46 minutes.

0800: Go fishing. Try to teach Tess to fish with Selis’s help, again. I catch 2.3 fish per minute, Selis catches as much as she wants, upper limit is her range. Tess catches 0.001 per minute, total time she has spent fishing so far is 16.25 hours. Factually it’s 0 per minute but she jumped overboard and caught one with her own hands yesterday. Discuss morality of Selis playing with the glass mana mutant fish while consuming its brethren.

0802: Sidenote, hourly time notation is based on percentage, not minutes. 16.25 hours is 16 hours and 15 minutes. Why can’t an hour have 100 minutes? Really annoying.

0903: Teach Bord to fish for exactly 2 minutes. Stop when he falls asleep while I’m teaching him. Ignore Bord for rest of day.

1126: Adjust ship’s course to avoid stormfront. Verify weather report provided by Re-Haan. Re-Haan displayed elevated heartbeat and enlarged facial capillaries. Start causality searching process. End causality searching process 0.028 seconds later when most likely cause is found. This also explains why Teach and Re-Haan didn’t show up on deck until 1042. This also explains why certain smells accompany the two of them at certain times. This also explains why certain hormones are wafting from the two at certain times. Teach… Try to determine if he is a good or bad example.

1148: Confirm accuracy of weather report. 2.3 Percent deviation per hour found, compounding. Acceptable for casual use. Start own weather prediction program.

1152: Stop own weather prediction program. Calculating capacity insufficient for up-to-date weather prediction. Simple model makes results useless, accurate model is too resource intensive to maintain.

1159: Request weather prediction algorithm from Re-Haan. Very little useful information provided. Gut feelings and experience are difficult to quantify.

1206: Information processing compartment is done with new subject. Spend 19 minutes reviewing information about the way trees get water to their leaves. Question usefulness of information.

1327: Spar with Angeta. Usefulness of tree information is high, restricting cells responsible for water transport shuts all her plant-based techniques down. Get beaten by large construct made from seaweed 1.07 minutes later. Start countermeasure process.

1400: Food alarm goes off. Eat snack from ring. Teach nowhere to be found again. Check Tree necklace hanging on mast, observe restructuring taking place. Observe localized water level drop due to massive amounts of seawater being transported inside Tree. Do more fishing while transforming mana into qi.

1457: Teach gives tour of Tree dimension. Breathing in dense qi causes core to fill with gaseous qi. Advance to qi condensation at 1503. Teach explains that messing with differing cultivation bases caused my control and cultivation speed to rise. Find out that everything, not just certain metals, has electromagnetic fields.

1536: Tess advances to qi condensation stage. Observe her moving through stances to test new capabilities. Notice self observing her hip area more than usual. Set process in motion to figure out why my sight is attracted to hip and chest area.

1546: Ask Teach about hormones. Ignore smirk. Ignore loaded looks between Teach and Re-Haan. Ignore bunny on Teach’s shoulder. Get sent out of Tree dimension with Lola exactly one minute later. Teach puts up privacy barrier as soon as we are all on deck again. Start and stop analytical process due to predictable underlying reasons. Avoid Tess.

1813: Discuss advancement with other students. Sense uncomfortable atmosphere between Tess and me. Reasons unknown. Most likely reasons are scary, somehow. Ignore knowing smirks from other disciples.

1947: Eat dinner inside Tree. Tess cooked. Food is very, very tasty. Weird smell in the air, emanating from Teach’s castle. Ponder whether to question Teach about it. Decide not to.

2001: Practice with magnetic control. Attempt water control. Horribly inefficient. Salt water control is slightly less inefficient. Still needs couple of thousand times more concentration and qi in comparison to metal control. Defeat Angeta’s seaweed by pulling on trace metals.

2110: Receive piece of jade from Teach. It’s filled with all kinds of techniques and information about human copulation process. Be fascinated about possibilities. Be absolutely horrified about possibilities. Qi-infused sexually transmissible diseases? Mind control through orgasm? Flesh-eating parasites that mind control their host through genitalia consumption and mimicry? Thoroughly memorise and comprehend Eternal Stamina Mantra and its braincore adaptation. Make difficult decision; avoid Tess until we both have solid cores.

2235: Spar with entire student group on top of sea to train in low light situation. Tess is everywhere, Selis is unapproachable, Vox is useless without light, Ares is useless because all her buffing and healing causes a lot of light, and Angeta efficiently harasses everyone with underwater plants. Re-Haan joins in and wins 3.4 seconds later.

2357: Decide to meditate for rest of day until morning. Increased cultivation realm in combination with braincore has lowered my sleep requirement to a single full night per week. Remove process that keeps analysing visual memories containing Tess, again.


⁂
 

Light Island, or Wave Island is gorgeous. There are tall white buildings everywhere. It looks like a futuristic tropical vacation resort complete with white beaches and palm-like trees. No big mountains on this one, just flowing hills rising out of the sea, dotted with tall, bleached structures. I’d say it was worth the almost week of sailing to get here.

While I’m waiting for Ares to get her shit together, I might as well take inventory of what happened in the last few days. First off, Tess and Ket have broken through to the qi condensation realm. They managed to compress the gaseous qi in their cores by sheer force of will.

I always suspected that wilfully removing your cultivation base and reforming it gives willpower a significant boost. It literally feels like you are dying while doing so. Those two rebuilt their bases the most and tried all types of cores. It feels pretty nice to strike that theory off of my to-research list after the centuries it has been on there.

The rest are nearing the next realm too, except for Selis and Ares. Selis because she only experimented with changing the flavour of her qi intent and Ares because the rest got a head start. I forcefully rebuilt Ares’s core a few times, which proves that the removal and rebuilding needs to be done by the individual themselves.

Another theory of mine is also confirmed beyond reasonable doubt at this point. Advancement from a mortal to the qi condensation realm should not be this quick. The reason why it has been possible on this planet is due to the complete lack of qi.

The cultivation world had been blasted by ungodly amounts of qi for many, many years. Even a single rock held a rather large amount of qi in structural form. This permeation of qi made sensing the energy difficult, separating wild qi from qi under one’s control usually took years. It was like figuring out what water is your own, while being underwater. The qi gathering stage was all about gathering small strands of personal qi and filling your core with the stuff. 

Then there is Tree. I have slightly underestimated the growth rate that my very own pocket dimension went through. The installation of the fancy mana-to-qi converter now adorning the massive tree has sped up the rise of qi levels significantly. Tree feels very content. Its previous goal was to be the tallest tree around. It certainly has achieved that goal now, and it’s using the smidgen of intelligence it possesses to turn the disc of land into a lush forest filled with all kinds of herbs and plants.

I poured a lot of seawater in there along the way, setting it to a slow spin. It now cools the slowly growing volcano, transporting that heat clockwise towards the cold mountain. There it clashes with the self-sustaining ice mountain, generating more qi. The circulating wind has brought its first heavy rains, causing even more life and motion in the form of small rivers running back to the sea surrounding the lands.

I am starting to feel slightly reassured about the increasing levels of qi in the air. It totals an early stage foundation realm cultivator. Not enough for me to significantly advance, but that is something I am planning to change soon. I could advance to the foundation realm but would need to suck dry nearly all the accumulated qi. That would reset the entire process and would be rather stupid.

All the life that came along with the earth and dirt I kidnapped also helped. Life breeds conflict and conflict is just clashing energies. Qi clashing with qi generates more qi, so all the insects, bacteria and fungi living everywhere are generating non-trivial amounts of qi.

This entire area of research is rather ground-breaking work. Back in the cultivation world, this area of study was non-existent. Why bother with qi generators if the sun is generating more than you can use? I have read about dimensional artefacts and every slightly influential or powerful cultivator had at least one spatial ring back in the cultivation world, but using pocket dimensions to generate power is a new field of research.

There was this one clan who specialised in making pagoda-like structures in order to cultivate personal gardens. Making qi cycles was, to my knowledge, never done. Why bother producing fresh drinking water when you are living on top of an ocean of the stuff? It’s kind of like that.

Enough water comparisons for now. Let’s get to the most important update. Lola has been gaining power. I’m not sure when it happened, but she is a high-level condensation heartcore cultivator now. I think she will enter the solid core realm soon. I need to speed up my own process, I can’t let myself be beaten by a bunny rabbit baby. I also have made some advancements in my central knowledge database, but that can be discussed later.

“You know how you want to do this yet?”

“Why are you putting me in charge?” Ares sure whines a lot today. Here we are, about to rescue her master from a rather uncertain fate of becoming nothing more than a pretty crystal skull and she is just a pile of quivering nerves.

“Worst case scenario, what are they going to do? Heal us to death?” Let’s poke her a bit.

“All medicine is poison.” That’s a rather good comeback. I have to admit. What can I say in return?

Nothing. I can’t come up with anything. Ah well, can’t win them all. “If you don’t want to go and save the old sod, let’s leave!”

“No, wait. I…” I see her make up her mind. “I have a plan.”

“Lay it on me.”


⁂
 

“Ares, I have to say, this is the most boring plan ever.” We are walking across Wave Island, in the middle of the street, all clustered up together. I’m covering us in a thin sheet of ‘IGNORE ME’ qi while Ares guides the way.

“Sssh, what if we are found out?” whispers Ares while looking around frantically.

“Relax, sis. Teach is the best at being a creepy stalker.”

“Totally, he can creep like the best of them!” Tess only adds insult to injury.

“His best skill is indeed being unnoticed. Until he blows something up again. Don’t think I didn’t see what happened to that fire mage island.” Et tu, Rhea? I ignore the glaring woman at my side and take in the scenery. You can say what you want about this place being built upon exploitation of the lower classes, it sure is pretty.

“Are we there yet?”

“Shut up Ket.”

“Shut up Tess. Don’t walk so near to me.”

I’ll admit, I could have made the stealth field large enough for us all to walk comfortably. That would mean I would miss out on Ket trying to avoid Tess and the shapely figure rubbing up against my side. Bord is walking behind us, or more like we are all walking around Bord? He seems to be getting fatter by the day.

My mind stops working for a second. My group of disciples is made up of a permanently pissed off catwoman, a blob of lard, an autistic numberphile and a girl that looks cute and sweet while being as mean as the devil when angered. Let’s not talk about the heartcore healer of questionable sexuality and his quivering pile of nerves that he calls his sister. Or about the shadow girl. Or about a rabbit with a forehead horn fetish. And what about the fact that my Dao companion is a shapeshifting lady from a custom-engineered narcoleptic race of dragons?

I take a deep breath. My existential crisis over, we move on.


⁂
 

“Master, please. You have to come with us. The high mages who become protectors never return. And Teach found a shadow skull made from crystal under Absence Island, and we think that the core all master mages have ends up growing until they die. Please come with us.”

We are inside a rather spacious mansion. Or maybe an apartment? It’s a huge penthouse on top of one of the large spires. I wanted to get a move on and asks Rhea to float us up there, which she refused. So, we took the stairs. This building is the size of an average skyscraper.

“Ket how many stairs?”

“Three hundred thirty-six.”

And we had to pause a few times, crammed into an alcove while servants and mages walked by. I glare at Rhea, who is splendidly ignoring me. I do have a heartcore now, so being out of breath is rather hard, but it’s the principle of the thing.

Anyway, we are surrounding an old man who is sitting in a chair on a balcony, looking out across the island and sea. He seems at peace, somehow. I’m still taking in the surroundings and fail to notice that I’m being studied in return.

“So, it is you.”

“I deny everything! I didn’t do nothing!” That should clear my name. Why did the old fart start accusing me all of a sudden?

“Just stop me if you had nothing to do with the following.” He keeps looking at me, so I keep looking at him. “Massive mana disturbances in the south. A premature beast gathering that contains no aberrants or mana mutants. A group of kids…” At this, he breaks eye contact with me in order to look at my students one by one. “…using unknown magics to rampage across Tower City without a single direct casualty. The Tower snapping in half. A bright light appearing on top of the Tower. A whirlwind destroying large parts of Tower City. Various noble houses losing massive amounts of income due to a book filled with secrets-”

“That was Selis. I had nothing to do with that one.” I point at the blue haired girl.

A textbook example of awkward silence follows. This old coot is rather sharp for his advanced age. He squints his eyes and continues.

“A trio of Flight attacking Tower City, Disintegration Island exploding, the disappearance of Absence Island and a massive fight at the mana dungeon.”

I decide to both fill the silence and fill out my curriculum vitae at the same time. “You missed a massive penis drawing in the grasslands, rampant kidnapping, both of people and material, the disappearance of a rather large mountain and a massive mana tornado at sea.”

His old face wrinkles into a smile. I like this guy. His aura feels stern but fair.

“So… You want to turn into this?” I construct a shielding formation around my hand and pull the shadow skull from my ring, showing it to him. “Or do you want to go do something else?”

His toothy grin is all the answer I need.









Chapter thirty -six

[bookmark: _Toc5718777][bookmark: _Toc16934458]Promiscuity 

“A  shadow council? That’s rather cliché.” My remark is ignored.

“And I was being groomed for a position?” My gardener’s question does receive the old guy’s attention.

“Yes, they have this philosophy that people are easier to manipulate if you put them through a difficult time first. Talented mages use too much mana, the core-forming in their brain turns them into objects of power without a conscious will after a century or so.”

I take a sip of spirit beer while thinking this over. We are sitting on the deck of the Ascent, enjoying the sun. Angeta is behind the wheel, Ket and Selis are fishing, and Bord is doing some dumb stuff on top of the sea. I hear him splashing about while muttering about geometric shapes now and then.

The rest of my students along with Rhea, my gardener, and the old man are all sitting around a table on comfortable couches. My gardener is called Valerius, and the old man introduced himself as Danarius. The last member of my weird troupe is sitting on my shoulder in her usual spot. She has the little pirate hat on top of her head and thus gets ignored by everyone. Rhea glares at her now and then, the only one powerful enough to ignore the stealth field.

Val is the next to speak up. “So, I was being groomed for a position of true power by being held down and treated like a deadbeat without a future? How many of their potential recruits commit suicide?”

“Don’t know. I only found out this much after careful investigations after all my old friends kept disappearing.” Danarius then spits over the railing, his wrinkled face twisted into a scowl.

Rhea looks exceptionally bored by this entire conversation, so I surreptitiously slide a hand towards her. I cover it in the subtlest “IGNORE ME” field I can generate while keeping a straight face. I see her eyebrows twitch as I start feeling her up.

Something is bothering me, so I decide to ask a question. “How old are you?”

“Hah, don’t you know that it’s very rude to ask that question of your elders? I am more than a hundred and twenty years old.” Danarius now grins at me. He somehow misses the weird glances my students send his way in reply to his remark. I tsk a bit inside my head, today’s youth is too dumb to know when the guy they are talking down to has lived for nearly ten times their age. 

“Where is this true leadership located? I was put on indefinite patrol duty at the mana dungeon; is that their headquarters?”

“I have not been able to find that information, but that’s my guess as well.”

I zone out the following conversation. Valerius and Danarius keep talking about possible headquarter locations and power structures. The gist of their talk boils down to fast-track career mages either die trying to gain more power or they end up being used as nexus points for the mage islands mana gathering formations. Control-focused mages are deliberately shat upon to mould their personalities to the will of the secret group of mages wielding true power. They also manage the island’s cores and engage in politicking to guarantee their stranglehold on the known world.

To me, it sounds like a lot of effort for minimal gain. I keep up an attentive face while waging my secret war with the woman sitting next to me. She is currently pinching me hard enough to leave bruises, which is not an easy feat thanks to my heartcore. I’m pinching her in an entirely different way.

None of the people present is powerful enough to see through the stealth fields we are both employing, so our vicious cold war goes ignored. Ares is now talking about some stuff, but Rhea is using her toes to try to break my foot, so I don’t pay attention. A process is logging the entire conversation while giving me a simple summary.

I disable the pain nerves coming from my arms as she transforms a single fingernail into a needle. She is aiming for nerve clusters and is doing an admirable job of paralysing my roaming hands while inflicting as much pain as possible. I start using my other hand; it’s not much fun if I can’t even feel what I am doing, after all.

She is doing an admirable job of masking the physiological effects that my fingers are having on her body, but some symptoms are harder to mask than others. Now, should I start rerouting the nerves in my arm so she can’t target them or is that too much effort for some fondling?

I stand up while my gardener is describing the mages that brought him up to see the smiling immortal, crouching while I do so. Rhea is now unable to disguise the shudders going through her body. I got to distract the others, or they will start thinking she is a pervert or something, so I pluck Lola from my shoulder, disable the stealth formation in her hat and drop her on the table. There, all eyes are now on the grumpy ball of fluff.

“I’ve got to do some stuff. Rhea, I will need your help.”

“Call m…” She bites her lips a bit while regaining control of her wobbly legs. “Call me Re-Haan, you stupid fucking asshole.”

Am I a masochist? Surely not, I can ignore pain, that doesn’t mean I enjoy it. Why do I enjoy riling her up like this, though?

“Sure thing, Rhea. Let’s go do some experiments.”

With that, I pull her to her feet, supporting her unsteady body with an extremely thin exoskeleton made from qi wires. I walk us both to the necklace and jump inside.


⁂
 

“What was that about?” Tess is standing next to Ket and Selis as they watch Teach escort Rhea inside the Tree dimension. Selis snatches for Lola, but the rabbit avoids the small hand with ease. She can’t avoid the tendrils of water, so she ends up in the blue haired girl’s lap anyway.

Ket pulls a shard of jade from his pocket and rubs it between his fingers. “I… um… have no idea.” Redness starts creeping up from his neck while he avoids looking at Tess. He shoves the green stone back inside his pocket and resolutely looks back at the fishing line he has trailing behind the boat. “Go away, Tess.”

Tess looks at him with a questioning gaze. Then she shrugs and sinks into the shadow of the railing, only to reappear lying on the couch Teach, and Rhea just left.

“So, when are you going to ask her out?”

Ket stares at Selis, who just whispered in his ear. Her big blue eyes stare at him unblinkingly, and she has a massive grin on her face.

“W-What are you talking about?”

“You almost never stutter. And when you do, Tess is nearby. It’s like your brain is too busy processing something else to focus on forming proper speech.” She pokes him in the side while grinning wider. “So, when?”

“Please don’t tell her. Or don’t talk about it, please.” Ket is staring at his fishing line like it’s the most important object in the universe.

“Phah, you weak-willed human. Just drag her into the bushes, that’s what a real alpha does!”

Ket jumps into the air while twisting his body around at the sudden snarling voice behind him. “Angeta, since when did you stand so close? Don’t scare me like that! And it’s not like that!”

“Don’t make such a big deal out of it. Suppressing your emotions and desires makes the head too full to live life. It’s just sex.” Angeta shrugs her shoulders, pulling on a vine connected to the steering wheel to make a small course correction.

“Is that why you are so angry all the time?”

“No Selis, I am just honest. You, humans, are always so dishonest to everyone around you by not showing what you truly feel.”

“Ah, that explains a lot! I need to change some theories.” Selis then turns back to her own fishing pole and half-closed her eyes. Her eyebrows twitch now and then while a stream of water starts circling her head like a crown, cooling her hardworking cranium. Lola jumps away from the zoned-out girl, towards the sea, and starts splashing seawater at Bord.

“Stop thinking in company!” Angeta glares at the now silent girl, only stopping when Ket hands her the piece of jade from his pocket.

“What’s this?”

“Just look at what’s inside. It’s not just sex, you know.”

The beastkin puts the stone on her forehead. Her face twists into an unpleasant expression a single second later, only for the skin visible beneath her fur to drain of colour. “All the hells… and dungeons… and gods. That… could have happened? It was just some fun with the guard captain’s son…”

Ket is looking towards the horizon with a gloomy countenance. Selis stares blankly at nothing while steam starts wafting from her head.

“…transmissible diseases? What? Is that even physically possible? And the new smith, but that was nothing serious. Oh, all the hells… Never again. I should memorise the Everlasting Celibacy Chant, good gods, never again. Thank the sun… only did that with…” Angeta is holding the jade to her forehead while huddling next to the steering wheel with ever-increasing amounts of shock and horror on her face, mumbling under her breath.


⁂
 

“Do you have any long-term plans?”

“Hmm…”

I’m giving Rhea a massage while we are sprawled out on the grass, letting the breeze cool us. “I would love some input. I have some short-term goals and a single massive, nearly impossible to do long-term goal. I don’t have anything in between.”

“Hhhnngg…”

“Living the good life is fine and all, but we all need something to work towards, you know. All this potential power and no goal is a recipe for disaster.”

“Oooofff…”

“I will stop the massage if you don’t answer me properly. Do dragons do long-term planning?”

“Hnnh. We just sleep a lot and wait for the Return.”

I keep rubbing her back with several tonnes of force as I wait for further explanation.

“The Return is the return of the creator.” I can hear the difference between the words, one capitalised and one not.

“That explains a lot, thanks for crystal clear explanation,” I mumble some more complaints while using my elbows to put some serious force on her spine. Having a heartcore is great and all, it’s just that deep tissue massages need to be done on an industrial scale to be felt. A mortal could pound her back with a sledgehammer, and she wouldn’t really feel much.

“In the deep caves, there is an indestructible slab hundreds of metres big. Only the All-Father is allowed to go there, but I snuck out one time to take a look when I was young, a dozen centuries or so back. It contains three images.”

She only continues talking when I stop putting in any effort.

“The first is a barren rock, grey and brown and dead. The second image is a vibrant green paradise of a planet. Blue seas and vegetation. Towns everywhere, indicated by massive buildings. The third is barren once again, the buildings in ruins. There is a swarm of dragons flying away from it, going towards something like a bright light or a sun.”

I start rubbing her legs and calves with the power of an industrial forging hammer and hydraulic press.

“Don’t talk about this with anyone. They will kill anything and everything if they suspect that this information got out.” She lazily turns her head to look me in the eyes, a severe look on her face.

“What do you guys think it means?”

“The creator made…” She thinks for a bit, looking me up and down. “…or brought life, and when the time is right, he will bring the Flight with him to a better place.”

“Why would that information be dangerous? There must be loads of apocalypse or rapture type legends and religions on this planet.”

She shoves me off her back, sitting up to look me in the eyes. I never saw such a deadly serious look on her face as the one she is using to stare me down right now.

“Dragons never stop growing. And they never die unless they’re killed.”

My eyes go wide. “How many dragons are there in total and how long have you guys been on this planet?”

“What did I tell you before? A couple hundred thousand years? That’s what the dungeon books say. Flight Mountain has a lot of caves, and they get bigger the deeper you go. We have a legend that the first dragon is sleeping in the core of the planet. And it is told that he makes up half the mass of the planet.”

“So those three that attacked us…”

“Are whelps still. I am considered to be a mere child. Even the All-Dragon isn’t older than a hundred thousand. If a true, proper dragons wakes up… they could scorch the entire planet with some effort.”

“I really want to get off this rock. God damn…”

“Thankfully, the older a dragon gets, the more they sleep. I don’t know if they lose interest in life or if something else is going on.”

“Do dragons produce mana?”

“What? No, we eat it.”

“Eat?”

Rhea nods. “We don’t need to eat. We grow from inhaling mana. Or at least, I’m not sure what effect qi has on that aspect.” She stares at her hand, a faraway look in her eyes. “Those crystals I brought with me are just a fraction of a fraction of the true wealth of Flight Mountain.”

“Thanks for telling me, I was planning on making a trip to Flight Mountain.”

“Don’t.”

We stare at each other for a long while. I slowly nod. “Okay.”

So that strikes one thing off my list. And it clears up quite a few others. Current theory: this planet is some sort of incubation or mass soldier producing facility. The dungeons produce mana. The dragons eat it to grow. I look at Rhea, a coy smile on my face.

“What percentage of mana could go missing before the Flight takes action? And when would one of the ancient monsters notice the lack?”

“Percentage? As in a single area or continent?”

“No, as in what percentage of mana from the entire planet could go missing…”

I can see the thought processes playing themselves out inside her head. She has the background information to know what I am aiming for. Her eyes flash with puzzlement, followed by incredulity, shock and finally amusement.

“Let’s find out,” she says.

I grin back at her.









Chapter thirty -seven

[bookmark: _Toc5718778][bookmark: _Toc16934459]Staring 

“W hat’s with this rabbit?” Danarius’ wrinkled face frowns as he looks at the fluffy critter, who is being spoiled by Selis and Tess.

“Lola is the best! Don’t talk bad about Lola.”

“She saved my life.”

The old man has lived for many years, but the combined glares of the two girls causes cold sweat to break out across his back.

Ket is also glaring at him, but for a different reason. The boy was busily grilling the old man for every scrap of information he has, each question Danarius answered only bringing forth more questions. Ket closes his eyes for a second and starts asking questions again. “Dan, don’t change the subject. Why is fire different from the element of light? Light is only good for plants, not humans.”

“Who gave you permission to call me Dan? I’d have everyone but a fellow high mage flogg-”

“Could you answer the question… please?”

Ares is looking at this scene with a very complicated look in her eyes. Her venerable master, so aloof and out of reach, far removed from matters of normal men, is being bullied by a couple of kids her own age. The fact that her master is reacting rather poorly is doing little to ease her bleeding heart.

“The sun gives life. Fire takes it away. Two opposites coming from the sa-”

The slowly spoken wise words get halted as Ket starts talking over them. “Then what about the sun in a desert? Or a warm fire in winter? I think it’s narrow-minded to look at differing aspects of similar phenomena from such small perspectives.”

“The sun is the source of all life, there would be no life without the su-”

“There would also be no life without water, air, dirt or oxygen. That’s a stupid argument.”

The old man closes his mouth. He thinks for a bit before talking again. “What’s oxygen?”

“This is going nowhere. I think I understand how Teach felt when he started teaching us now. He always had this exasperated look on his face, remember?” Ket turns away from Danarius as he talks to the other students.

“Hihi, he looked at us like we were dumber than someone pissing on a dungeon.” Selis giggles while hugging Lola to her chest. “It makes sense though, why would people start to look for answers in the physical world when the dungeon provides all and magic exists?”

Ket nods a bit. He lazily snaps his finger, a small flame appearing above his hand. “It’s so useful though, ripping the oxygen and hydrogen apart while letting them recombine is so much easier than forcefully heating up the air and burning trace elements.”

Selis frowns as she snaps her fingers a bit, small puffs of smoke and sparks flying here and there. “Hmm, I guess I’ll stick to water, I can start a fire, and I think that’s enough for me.” She pouts a bit as her snapping only forms small flashes of fire.

“Can you do lightning? It’s made up of free electrons.” A blue arc now sputters between two of Ket’s fingers.

Selis makes a green stone appear from nowhere, putting it to her forehead. Some motes of water start flying around her head, forming a short-lived sparkling liquid halo. A fish made from clear glass circles around her head a single time. The water falls to the ground when she opens her eyes. “Those are the things around the molecular cores, right? Not spinning but still spinning? And yeah, pretty easy.” Selis turns her hand around as small arcs scatter playfully around her fingers.

“I wish I could understand plants. I can understand how they work; I just can’t do anything with them.” Ket is now holding a leaf, looking at it like it murdered his family and dog.

“They’re alive, so you’ve got to ask them.” Selis is holding a small stick, staring at it intensely. A blue glow surrounds it, and small green buds start to appear slowly.

“Ask them? That’s stupid. I can’t ask a plant to do something. I can only manipulate the input and output numbers.”

“Output numbers? What?” Selis tilts her head as a leaf in her palm turns into a small model of Lola.

The two continue to squabble about the proper way of instructing their qi to do things, totally unaware of the two mages watching them. The old light mage and not so old earth mage stare with mouths agape at the casual display of multidisciplinary magic.

Ares is silently observing her gaping master. She brings a hand to her face, looking at the small sparkles of lightning running across the inside of her palm. She looks at her master again, who is enthralled by the ice crystals Ket and Selis are now growing. Ares’s hand becomes briefly covered in an intricate latticework of ice crystals, drawn directly from the air. She shakes the cold flakes from her hand while looking at the old man, a complicated look on her face.


⁂
 

“No, enough doing nothing. Let’s go.”

“Buuuut, but you are a dragon! You should be a master of napping and doing nothing!”

“Not when we have things to do!” Rhea is dragging me by the collar towards Tree. I sulkily let myself be dragged across the grassy floor, my heels making shallow furrows. I jump up before she can toss me through the singularity portal, jumping through with my own power.

I land on the deck to dead silence. I look down. I’m still in boxer shorts. Well, structural qi reinforced boxer shorts with an equivalent armour rating of thick titanium. Got to protect the important bits, after all. A small predictive process warns me of a potentially dangerous situation.

I put my arm behind me and shove Rhea back inside Tree the moment she appears. I jump back after her.

“I appreciate your enthusiasm, but we should dress first.” I look at her barely covered form, waiting for it to sink in. Instead of blushing or something cute, she just rolls her eyes. “Humans and their prudishness.” A glow ripples across her body and moments later she is covered by snug fitting clothes with leather pieces here and there.

I stare at the skin-tight coverings, fully aware that she has only shifted some of her own body into imitation clothes. I shrug my shoulders and pull my clothes from my ring, dark pants, a shirt and basic shoes.

We jump back out, this time fully clothed. “Are we there yet?”

“Hi Teach, where should we be?” Ket is the first to reply.

I should have known better, that rhetorical question was such a staple on earth.

“See, Ket? He is making that face again. It must be something obvious we don’t know yet!”

Ignoring the comment by Selis, I send out a thread of qi, connecting it to the drone flying overhead. I weave a smaller thread of augur through the qi and read the camera’s memory. An image forms as I analyse the qi density levels inside the crude image storage.

“Five degrees to starboard!” My shout reaches the person behind the steering wheel. Vox turns out to be the one turning the wheel this time.

“Aye aye, captain!” He grins widely while turning the wheel. I check the image coming from high overhead once again and see our new course corrected to the proper heading. The portside now points directly to Ferro Island, home of the metal mages. We sailed past by here on the way to Light Island but didn’t visit. I didn’t have a reason back then.

I look around the ship and see a bunch of students and mages lazing around. This won’t do at all. Let’s annoy them with information for a bit.

“Gather round!” My call rounds up my students rather quickly. They are sitting on their own chairs and couches only moments later, looking up at me with big eyes. Even Rhea has sat herself down on one of the couches.

I cough a bit. “Alright. Now I only have to say this once. I’ll be gone for a bit. Don’t start anything troublesome. Lola, stay here please?” I look her in the eyes. She blinks and hops away. “That will have to do.”

There, my duty as teacher is done, I have informed everyone.

“But Teach, where are yooouuu goooii…”

One of my students yells after me, but I’m already running across the waves. Ferro Island here I come!


⁂
 

Rhea has followed me for some reason. So now we are strolling arm in arm across Ferro Island.

I feel ripped off. I would demand a refund, had I paid money for this. There is metal here, sure, but instead of towering metal spires, everything is similar to concrete. Ferro and Strata must get along pretty well; the only abundant metal here is the reinforcement inside the earthen structures.

So instead of a futuristic, shiny metal everywhere tropical island, it is just a brown, slightly tall buildings tropical island. There is an above average amount of metal though, from iron fences to sheet metal signs and even a single fountain of what looks to be mercury. That merely takes it up to a modern civilization level, nothing special as far as I’m concerned.

I am more worried about that mercury fountain. Don’t they know the term biomagnification here? It seems dangerous to let a highly toxic, weakly diamagnetic substance out in the open like that.

“Why are you staring at that fountain?”

“Health risks.”

“What?”

“Never mind, let’s go find the central control point of the mana formations.”

“Over there.” Rhea points to the centre of the island. I look her in the eyes, and we start a miniature staring war.

“I know that it’s located in the centre, but where exactly?”

She keeps looking me in the eyes while I sense her projecting a thin sheet of qi towards the island’s middle point. Her eyes go glassy for a split second while keeping them trained at me. She then lowers her pointing finger by a few centimetres. I keep my eyeballs trained at hers as I continue strolling.

“Is this a dominance thing in dragon society?”

“No? I thought it was a human thing. Why else would you keep staring me in the eyes when it doesn’t serve a greater purpose?”

I think about that for a second. Maybe I can say some wise-sounding words to throw her off? “The eyes are a window to the soul.”

“But we can directly observe the soul using qi, why bother with reading a bit of it through an inaccurate method such as eye observation?”

We are now happily strolling along the street, arm in arm, heads bent at an angle while staring at each other’s eyeballs.

“Then why don’t you look away? Are you too proud a dragon to lose this staring contest?”

Her eyes sparkle while a grin creeps on her face. “So, you see it as a contest. What does that say about you? Why do you see something simple like looking at each other as a contest with a winner and a loser?”

I want to reply but am at a slight loss for words. Come on, platitudes of earth, don’t let me down! Let’s start spouting psychobabble. “Prolonged eye contact is an indication of one of three things. Aggression, interest or affection. Which ones do you think apply here?”

I check my environmental awareness process to see how far we have strolled. There is an absolutely massive building right in the centre of the island. It looks like one of those old communist concrete buildings, all grey hard lines with evenly spaced windows and parallel lines. I whistle internally as I notice its true size, this thing is an entire skyscraper laid down on its side.

“Stop changing the subject Drew, why don’t you look away first?”

“Don’t call me Drew, Rhea. Your question implies that you want me to look away. Do you see this as a contest also?”

“Call me Re-Haan. And no. Dragons don’t pay any attention to the amount of time a human stares at them.”

There is a single spiralling staircase going down into the island. It is easily accessible through many well-hidden passageways. My qi easily seeps through all the invisible cracks of the secret entranceways. The precision work on display here is pretty neat; some high-level earth and metal mages must have worked together to create such complex hidden doors.

“Where I come from, looking away implies submission or shame. I have no desire to express either of them to you. Normal humans have physical trouble with keeping their eyes open for a long amount of time, so it used to be a physical challenge too.”

“What is different now then?”

“I can use qi to keep my eyes moist.”

I stop myself from bursting out in laughter as I see Rhea flood her tear ducts with qi. She barely prevents herself from blinking, keeping the staring contest going as her eyes become moist again. I use qi to pull a lever inside the wall we have approached and walk inside the narrow passageway, still not breaking eye contact.

“Where are we going anyway?”

I shake my head in mock disapproval at her. “Now who is changing the subject? You know where we are going.”

We both duck a bit as the ceiling of the secret passageways lowers suddenly. This is the most efficient route towards the stairs going down I have found in my scan of the massive complex. A large part of Ferro Island seems to be a factory of some kind. The mana tools and cannons I have come across so far all must come from this place.

The hall directly above our heads is filled with workbenches where I sense those mana cannons being put together. A weirdly large amount of buildings I sensed on the way here seem to be focused on producing simple metal items such as nails and cutlery.

“Has anyone ever told you your eyes are weird?”

“My eyes are weird? That’s something you can accuse me of? I don’t have the ability to liquify my eyes and reconstruct them in any shape or form I could wish.”

“No, I mean… I can see what you are thinking.”

We step down into the spiral stairwell in perfect tandem, taking the steps down in sync while keeping our heads bent towards each other.

“You just did another scan.”

“What? Yeah, I did. Hmmm, what am I doing now? Really focus on what I am thinking about.” I start grinning widely as I understand what is going on.

Her face reddens as she stumbles for a bit, breaking eye contact. I throw my hands up into the air in a victory stance. “YESSSS, I WON!”

“What was that? Is that physically possible? Why haven’t we tried that yet?” She seems a bit flustered.

“So, you saw what I was thinking about through my eyes?”

I receive a few slaps that could tear steel. “Yes, you fucking pervert, I sort of saw what you were thinking about.”

“Awesome, this is so interesting. We should do more tests. I never had another braincore cultivator around to test these kinds of things with.” A million new experiments get added to the to-do list. So much to figure out and explore, oh boy!

“I always thought that a braincore was just a spell and magic based cultivation method. I messed around with this core setup for a small millennium, why did I never realize that it has psychic properties? Maybe even psionic or other extrasensory perceptions?”

“Uhm, Drew, I think we’re here?”

I snap out of the new possibility space that just opened up before me to take stock of my surroundings. We are standing inside a hall that seems ripped out of a dark cult. An ornamental metal altar is well lit by a myriad of torches. Runic carvings cover everything, including the robes of the old men covered in chains.

I cough a bit. “Excuse me, but I will be taking this for now.” I snatch the skull from the pedestal and put it inside my ring. Second skull get!

I’m halfway out of the room again when I stop and turn around as I address the wide-eyed old fogies sitting around. “You all must be the new stock of crystal skulls waiting to be used up. You all happy here or do you guys wanna go do something else?”









Chapter thirty -eight

[bookmark: _Toc5718779][bookmark: _Toc16934460]Ministration 

“ Dragon,” I say.

“Flight member,” she replies.

“Flight?”

“Flight.”

“You’re a dragon.”

“…you are a member of the Flight.”

“Draconic.”

Rhea now narrows her eyes at me. “Are you messing with me? You said:’Flight-ish’. That isn’t a real word.”

I nod at Rhea. “Thanks. I sometimes forget that I have this translation process running.”

She looks at me weirdly, shrugs her shoulders a bit and continues to relax on deck. I am standing behind the wheel of the Ascent while my students and guests are asleep. Only Ket is awake, but he is studying in his room.

“Do you have a word for your species instead of the name of your group?”

“What is this sudden obsession with language?”

“Where did the name Flight come from?”

“Are you going to steal them all? We left all three islands in absolute chaos.”

“Why do you suddenly care?”

I stare at her again but decide to break eye contact quickly. I ignore her smirk. Instead, I sink my senses into my ring. Four skulls are hovering frozen in the void of its storage space. A black, a white, a metallic and a purple skull are glittering in a neat row. Halfway done.

Rhea is lying on a couch, staring up towards the stars. We sail for at least an hour before she breaks the silence. “Do they seem closer to you?”

“The stars?” I cast my sight upwards. A dense carpet of twinkling lights split in half by a band of denser starlight. It’s not called the Milky Way, so how do you call the visible galaxy in a different world? “I guess they don’t look so far away now.”

I look down at the dragon lady chilling on the couch. How would her life have gone had I not pestered her? What if I didn’t start making massive mana waves every few days? Would she have slept through my entire existence on this planet? I have no desire to spend a thousand years here and there are no terrors in between the stars and planets keeping me down.

Light plays across her sharp cheekbones, her white lashes bouncing the starlight back at me. That light travelled for aeons only to end up in my eyes. How many years did I spend travelling through that interdimensional space just before I arrived here? Is anyone I knew back then still alive? Why did I suddenly change my modus operandi? Where did this need for company come from?

A warm finger touches my face. Grey eyes stare at the wetness on her fingertips. Was I crying?

“Don’t think those things. They don’t suit you at all.”

“How would you know?”

I look upwards again. So infinitely big. A speck inside a speck inside a speck. The warm hand is back again. Why do I feel so shitty all of a sudden? I ignore the processes telling me about hormone levels in my brain and just try to feel nothing for a bit.

“Stop, I told you it doesn’t suit you.” I sense her weaving a small construct of qi around the steering wheel as she takes my hands. She puts me down on the couch, and I feel another warm presence jump on top of us. Lola, Rhea and I spend the rest of the night snuggled up warmly on the couch.


⁂
 

“What’s the plan, Teach?” Selis looks at me with hopeful eyes.

“There is no plan.”

Water Island is weird. The Ascent is sitting at a slight angle inside a truly enormous, slow-motion maelstrom. You know those whirlpools you get in the bathtub when the last bit of water drains? We are sailing on top of one right now; it’s a few kilometres in diameter and rotating incredibly slowly. The ship is somehow not sliding down it. I even see a wide variety of other boats going nearly ninety degrees at the bottom.

Capillary Island is a steep cliff sticking up out of the centre of this twister. Do I really need this skull? This looks rather impressive. Would the structural integrity hold if the water level evens out after the formation keeping this thing in place is gone?

I grin, only one way to find out. I turn and look at my students. “First, I got one formality to handle. Ares!”

The redhead stiffens as I glare at her. “Do you accept me as your teacher?”

Before I can react, she is on her knees and has kowtowed three times. I feel the small contract forming the first time her head touches the deck, the following two times only reinforce it. I place it next to the others and link it to my student progression monitoring process. I throw her a small spatial ring similar to the others, which she receives with glittering eyes.

I felt bad about giving the two mages preferential treatment, so Danarius and my new gardener are now frozen inside Tree, next to the few old metal mages that wanted to tag along. Less messy that way. I’ll unfreeze them by the time I’m ready to expand my little school.

“Great, all the official stuff is handled now. Let’s check out this island!” I dramatically point towards the large cliff sticking up out of the whirlpool.

“You mind if I go ahead?”

“Good idea Angy, I’ll come along.”

“Plant Island seems more interesting than this.”

What in the… “Let me get this straight. There is an enormous whirlpool of water with a thin island sticking out from the centre, and you want to walk across water for hundreds of kilometres because an island filled with massive plants seems more interesting?”

Angeta smiles with too many teeth. “You got it Teach.”

Tess nods. “Couldn’t have said it better myself.”

“I don’t like this place.” Bord looks around uncomfortably as he admits this.

“No triangles?” I make a wild guess. He nods in return. “Okay, I understand. You can all use the miniature Tree in your rings to find your way to the real one if you get lost. Have fun!”

With that, I jump overboard and start strolling towards the centre of the maelstrom.


⁂
 

“I felt uncomfortable there because that thing looked like a massive cock, why did you two tag along?” Angeta looks at the two humans following her with narrowed eyes.

“Ket is acting weird lately. I just wanted some girl time.” Tess stares at Bord as her feet glide across the waves, leaving trails of dissipating darkness where she touches the surface.

“It’s not triangles, but…” Bord is now looking away from the two girls he is running alongside. Running is a stretch to describe the way Bord is moving though; jiggling like an obese bouncing ball would be a more apt description. “…that island smelled too much of fish.”

“BWAHAHAAAA-WOOW FU-” SPLASH

Angeta burst out laughing with such explosive power that she loses her balance and crashes into the water surface. Tess and Bord both stop, looking at the spluttering beastkin with - respectively - a frown and an embarrassed pout.

“Hehee, fuck, heeheee.” Still panting from laughing, Angeta clambers back to her feet. “Too much fish, right? Don’t you also mean fear?”

Bord looks at the waves like the secrets of the universe are hidden in them. Tess looks confused. “What’s so funny?”

“Nothing important. Let’s keep going.” Angeta starts running across the waves, patting Bord on the cheek as she jogs by. “Is our Bord growing up into a big boy? I have something for you to study then.”

“What are you talking about!?” Tess nearly shouts as she too starts running over the waves again. Angeta just chuckles and speeds up, leaving the two humans to catch up.


⁂
 

I glare at Ares. “Why did none of you bother telling me about this? Why is this such a well-hidden secret that is obviously in plain sight?”

“You didn’t know?” Her meek voice comes out from her long red hair, hiding her face as she looks down. She mumbles under her breath, “Everybody knows that water mages are the best at keeping clean. And that they are the best actors.”

“So, the water mages keep the food cold and the beds warm. What is done to male water mages?”

“They barely exist. And the ones that get found do the administrative duties on Capillary Island.”

I say nothing in return and keep walking. I was wondering why this island seems to be a massive motel carved into the side of an elongated cliff. I guess I have my answer now. I walk by another well-pillowed room and ignore the smell. Not all the people working here are water mages, I figure.

“Stop being so agitated Dre-”

“TEACH, my name is Teach.” I interrupt Rhea with a glare. “And I’m not agitated!”

“Is that why all the humans here are cowering as we walk by?”

“We’re covered in a stealth field. They should not…” My voice trails off as I look around. The maids, butlers, water mage courtesans and other personnel are all looking around wide-eyed as they crouch down in the corners. Maybe I am a bit agitated, yes. I have been ignoring the systems I set up to prevent these types of things too; not a good development.

“Stupid water magic is focused on fear and courage, right? I’m just giving them some fucking training.” I grumble some more while stepping past the cowering figures. The hallway has large windows and balconies looking out over the sea. Why don’t they cower over there, out of my way?

“So that’s why you keep your goals vague, hmm.” Rhea looks at me with a contemplative look on her face.

“Teach, please come back to us!” Selis cries out dramatically as she pulls my sleeve.

“Yes, Dr… Teach! Please become your old useless self again. This tension is exhausting me.” I look at Ket and see that the rings under his eyes are darker than usual.

I sigh and look around. We are halfway up the massive stone tower, just above the natural sea level. The twisting mass of slow-motion froth swirling under that blue horizon looks majestic, but it fails to catch my eye.

I thought that relaxedly touring the mage islands would be fun, but I just can’t calm down now that I have set a few achievable goals. I rub my face a bit, thinking.

“Okay, here is what we’ll do. You guys tour around a bit and then move on with the ship. I will go and visit the other islands. Go northwest once you are done here, I will catch up. Agreed?”

“Good idea Teach, Capillary Island is also known as the best place to get massages.” Vox rubs his hands as his eyes start to sparkle. Ares gets a smile on her face as she follows her brother up the stairs.

“Wait for me. I’ll come with!” Ket runs after the duo, ignoring the shocked gasps as the people around us see three people appear from thin air as my students walk through my stealth field.

“Re, you wanna go see what there is to loot? Maybe food and spell theories?” Selis looks at Re-Haan with an innocent smile on her face. A transparent fish swims through the air as it pops out of her clothes. I should check what happened to the rest of the mana experiments later.

“I have heard worse ideas, little one.” The two females walk up a set of stairs going towards the centre of the rock tower. Selis darts back and plucks Lola from my shoulder before she strolls away again.

I wipe away an imaginary tear. I can remember the day when my students were too scared to ask anything of me. That was a few weeks ago? Look at them making plans and decisions all on their own. They grow up so fast.

My mood lifted; I look out at the sea again. I start whistling a tune as I jump out of the window and start moving towards the south-west.
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B ord is sweating. Angeta’s fur is matted with sweat and blood. Tess looks even worse as she holds her left arm close to her chest, keeping the fractured bones from moving too much. A slender palm tree suddenly twists, smashing into Bord’s face and sending him flying. Angeta grits her teeth and jumps after the spinning boy, only to get caught up in a dense weave of vines that spring from the ground.

Tess takes in big gulps of air as she bends low, avoiding a small storm of sharp leaves that shoot from a bush. Another deep lungful later, she sinks into the shadows as the jungle goes quiet once more.

Angeta struggles in her bindings, the green glow that previously surrounded her body now only apparent in her eyes. Large swathes of the luscious jungle are turned into fragmented compost material. Kilometres of vines lie shredded and scattered across broken trees, bushes and grasses.

This trail of destruction can be followed back to the beach, where the trio first set foot on this island. The area affected by the fight grows wider the deeper inland it goes, the forces used by both sides, plant and disciple, growing exponentially.

Now the plants lay shredded and the students exhausted, and all is still again. All but a single tree. A wooden door swings open where previously not a seam could be seen. Dark green cloth covers a small procession of people as they step outside the large tree.

“They put up quite a fight.”

“This is going to take years to regrow. Such a pain.”

“WE SHOULD KILL THE FUCKERS NOW!”

“There, there, we should praise them for getting this far.”

“No! The little shits, that crushed tree was planted by my great grandfather!”

A small squabble breaks out as the group finds the unconscious form of Bord. Some harsh words are uttered and contrasted by arguments filled with compassion, but an agreement over who will carry the heavy burden is quickly reached. Angeta is hogtied with ropes and carried by two robed persons while the majority of the group start carrying Bord.

A dark patch of shadow moves closer slowly, unseen by the green-clad group.

“Angy, can you hear me?” Soft whispers go unnoticed by all, only Angeta’s sensitive beast ears catching the sounds. She growls in response.

“Hoo, this one still has some fight in her. Let’s beat her up!”

“Yes! Fuck this bitch for causing such havoc on market day!”

“Stop it you two, be thankful the work of our ancestors helped to put down this threat.”

The two angry voices carrying Angeta get shushed by a warm voice that sounds out of breath from the task of carrying Bord.

A single leaf falls from the tightly wrapped bundle that is the beastwoman, a near invisible thread still connecting the two. The leaf starts vibrating as the shadow creeps under it.

“What do we do?”

The shadow freezes for a single second. “I don’t know. I can stay in the shadows for a few hours now. I will follow and see if we can escape.”

“Grrr, fuck this island.”

“It was your idea, Angy.”

“Can’t you just beat these mages?”

“I’m nearly out of qi. We have been fighting the plants for hours, remember?”

“Sure, but can’t you just kill them? You’ve got weapons in your ring.”

The shadow pauses for a second. “Teach said no killing. And shush, they are carrying you inside a tree. I need to focus on keeping up.”

Angeta’s head knocks against each step as the two mages carry her down the stairs. The group carrying Bord already looks exhausted. They drop him the moment they reach the opened tree and unceremoniously kick him down the stairs. The duo carrying Angeta barely gets out of the way as Bord bonelessly flops past them as he rolls down the stairs.

Some of the mages chuckle while some smile wryly under their hoods, none of them noticing the darker shadows moving along with them as they walk downwards. They all reach the end of the twisting staircase and step into a different world.

An underground city stretches out around the group carrying their two captives. Mana crystals giving off light hang everywhere in all sorts of luxurious fixtures. The roads are made from decorative wood or neatly carved stone. Every doorway branching off the wide street is a work of art. Every richly curtained window shades a luxuriously designed interior.

Tess freezes as she peers through the shadows, looking out at the overabundance of luxury and decoration. A drop of drool appears from out of literally nowhere as Tess wipes her mouth.

“We are going to be so rich.”

The shadow quickly moves to catch up with the procession, the many lights and detailed ornaments making traversing this space a lot easier than the stairwell of before. The underground road gets even broader and gaudier as the group moves towards the centre of the island.

The ceiling slowly rises away from the street level as the buildings get more elaborate. The roads sink down as the roof rises further, causing a huge elliptical cave to become visible. The underground streets start filling up with a wide variety of green-hued robes as the group makes their way to a towering building situated in the middle of the massive cave. The group weaves through market stalls laden with luxuries until they reach the central building.

“Two interlopers.”

“Two? There was a scouting report telling of three.”

“Can’t you FUCKING SEE WE-”

“Calm down, two it is then. They will be fuel soon enough anyway.”

The guards wave the small prisoner-carrying parade through the ornamental gates, ignoring angry glares from some of the group. The halls they walk through look like a contest was held and detail density was used as the only deciding factor. The chaotic jungle up above looks like a simple collection of shapes when compared to the intricately ornate decorations covering every single square centimetre of the underground building.

Meanwhile, Tess is thinking hard, as if her life depends on it. A twinge of regret for the usefulness of a braincore in this situation shoots through her mind until she remembers the extreme boredom. Plan after plan gets formed and discarded. The qi she is generating from breathing while in the shadows is barely enough to keep her in the shadows while moving, her recently gained power-level of the qi condensation realm the only reason she is still hidden.

She follows the group as they take more stairs for an indeterminate amount of time. She focusses only on keeping herself in the shadows while remaining unseen as she slinks after the captured duo.

This ends when she follows the group through a door and sneaks into a large chamber. Small rooms ring the circular area, a leaf motive altar sitting in the centre of the round space. Tess is so focused on following her fellow disciples that she misses the old men, chained up near the altar. She also misses the green skull on said altar.

The fact that the small rooms at the edge of the room are cells is harder to miss, as Angeta and Bord get thrown inside one each. The group then leaves, the ones that carried Bord doing excessive amounts of stretching and complaining about sore muscles. The few mages that are not complaining are consoling the rest. The outside brightness gets cut off as the door slams shut.

“Wake up fatty. Don’t move, Angy.” The room is now dim again, the only light from the sparse few crystals on the ceiling and the green glowing skull. Tess drags a knife through the tightly woven vines and ropes, causing Angeta to take in deep breaths of air as she struggles weakly to free herself.

Tess covers Bord’s ears as Angeta curses like a sailor who is very good at cursing. “Wake up Bord!”

“Shit god fuck whore, this hurts.” Angeta furiously rubs blood back into her arms and legs. Tess slinks back to the first cell after Bord kept sleeping.

“All the hells… Okay Tess, how do we get out of here? I couldn’t see anything on the way in.”

“I don’t know! We are in the middle of a city with green mages everywhere. The streets are packed with them. Also, Bord won’t wake up!”

Angeta sniffs the air a bit, moving her nose towards the cell Bord is in. “He’s just sleeping. Can’t we just fight our way out of here?”

“And get beaten by the plants outside again? Not without qi. And generating qi goes really slowly here, too much nature mana.”

Angeta looks up suddenly. “Ah, that’s why breathing in mana does nearly nothing! So, Teach was right when he said that more types of mana generate more qi.”

Tess frowns at the beastkin. “Teach has never lied, why would you doubt that?”

“Is not saying something lying?”

Tess thinks for a bit before shaking her head. “Not important. We need to escape.”

The two quietly discuss for a while, going over all the ideas Tess has come up with so far. Angeta chimes in with a few and slowly but surely a plan is formed.

“So, the plan is clear then?”

“Yeah, you sneak through the shadows and look for mana crystals.”

“Once I get them, I will bring them here. You breathe them in and with the qi make us plant armour which we then allow to dry, thus killing the plants.”

“Yeh, that way the mages can’t control it. I will also form wooden puppets and stage a distraction.”

“We then make the catapult, ask Bord to decrease his weight, launch him towards the ceiling and force him to become heavy, smashing our way to freedom.”

“I will also look for barrels of oil, a kilometre of rope and twenty live fish.”

“Especially the fish, don’t forget; the bigger, the better.”

Tess nods firmly in return. “Do you need help with knocking out your teeth? I know we can regrow anything with qi, but it still sucks we need those for the plan.”

Angeta waves a furry hand at Tess’s concern. “No problem, I can pull my own teeth. Just don’t forget the pillowcases.”

“Kay, I’ll be goi-”

KER-BOOOM CRASH THUNDEROUS CRASHING SOUNDS

Tess stares wide-eyed at the centre of the room. Angeta has jumped to the ceiling, her tail standing straight and poofy behind her. Bord mumbles a bit as he scratches his ass while turning around.

The ornamental, circular room is now covered with dust. A sound like someone landing from a fall is heard, followed by some coughing and footsteps.

“And nature skull get! Gotta catch them all! Dun-dun-dun-dududuuuu!” Tess and Angeta stare at the figure with astonished faces. A bearded man is stretching his hands in the air, a green skull hovering just above him as it slowly rotates. Tess freezes in the middle of standing up and falls to the ground as she loses her balance. The bearded man jumps a bit, snatches the skull from the air and turns around, dust swirling around him.

“Hey, Tess. How is life? Hi Angeta.” SNIIFFFFF “Hmmh, that explains why you three are so empty of qi. Hey Bord, stop pretending to sleep. Here.” The man’s hand shoots out, launching a cloud of shards. Mana crystals in all colours except green land around the three captives.

“I’m going south for a bit. The rest are all going northwest. Here.” A green gem flies out of his hand this time. “That will lead you to the ship. Don’t worry about…” The man obviously holds back his laughter for a bit. “…about getting beaten up by bushes and trees, this skull held all that together.”

He looks around and nods once. “Yep, that’s about it, see you later!”

Tess and Angeta slowly look at each other. “Almost forgot, you old guys, wanna leave or become a skull-shaped tool? Your choice.”

The two girls slowly swivel their heads back to the centre of the room just in time to see a few of the chained up old men disappear. “Now I’m going for real, laters!”

The light coming in from the massive hole in the ceiling starts to light up the ornamental chamber, making all the golden and colourful decoration sparkle in a riot of colours. Tess is the first to snap free of her stupor, grabbing the mana crystals and stuffing her face in the small pile.

SNIFF “Hurry and fill your qi.” She inhales again, deeply. “If what teach said…” HUFF “…is true then getting…out should be easy now…that the defences are down.” She breathes in deeply, her pale complexion shifting back to a healthy glow as her energy reserves replenish.

“Which means we will be rich if we start looting before they notice what is going on.” Angeta also grabs the crystals and starts inhaling.

Tess walks up to the bars, shifting through them with small trails of black smoke escaping from her body. Crystals clutched to her chest with one hand; she forms a thin black knife in the other. Two slashes later and a few metal bars clatter to the ground. She then kicks the large shape lying in the cells. “Hurry up Bord, we got shit to do.”

Bord jolts upright, a glint in his eyes. “Yay, we can go? No need for me to help with the difficult plan, right? I got tired just listening to you two.”

Glaring at the fatty with lifeless eyes, Tess replies, “No need, we can just jump through the ceiling.”

“Let’s go already then! There is food to be eaten and stuff to be stolen!” He jumps up, his own pile of crystals in a single hand as he squeezes himself through the bars with quite some effort. The door to the chamber explodes into dust as he barrels into the city, only adding to the commotion already happening outside.









Chapter forty

[bookmark: _Toc5718781][bookmark: _Toc16934462]Intuition 

T he plants and trees don’t move when I leave the island. The plants beneath my feet wouldn’t move anyway, being burned to a crisp as they are. The ones outside the black trail I blazed when I arrived here only sway in the wind.

Ash gives way to sand which gives way to water as I speed up with every step I take. I feel some anger, causing a green mist to flash before my eyes. It’s already less dense than before, a clear sign that the nature mana attracting effect of the skull is gone now.

Threading on the waves in a leisurely pattern is lethargic, causing my mind to drift backwards instead of ever forward. The first skull I stole was by accident, a righteous form a self-defence. The second skull didn’t do anything but dissipate the concentrated light mana around Wave Island.

In hindsight, it’s kind of weird how symbolic the order of skulls is. I got the black one after literally evaporating millions of souls and a couple of thousand bodies. The light skull I got after saving some old dude from certain death.

Nicking the metal skull didn’t have any effect except for a predicted slight loss in productivity of Ferro Island’s forges. The purple wind skull was the first theft with truly spectacular consequences. I let a smile come over my face as I think back to a few days ago.


⁂
 

“Calm down Rhea.”

“CALL ME RE-HAAN. AND I WILL NOT CALM DOWN.”

“I agree with you Re, this is absolutely disgusting,” Angeta growls with a pissed off look on her face.

I’m holding Rhea by the arm, preventing her from flying off and shredding everything we are looking at. We sailed north after our staring contest on the metal mages island and approached the wind and thunder island not too long after. I really should ask someone what its official name is.

“They use the skin of my brethren to live in such a frivolous manner. How would you feel if they sailed the wind on human skin sails?”

“That wouldn’t work. Human leather is weak as shit. And I wouldn’t mind if humans shed nearly indestructible skin. Which we then threw away.”

“No Dre-”

“TEACH!”

“Shut up, we bury our shed skin at sea. That does not give these barbarians the right to… to… make kites out of them!”

Keep your fucking face straight! Don’t fucking laugh! With tremendous effort, I keep my face serious. Wind island is both awe-inspiring and silly beyond belief. The island itself is a sharp collection of grey cliffs, worn smooth into razor formations by countless years of blasting wind. They jut nearly a kilometre out above the sea in all their spiky, jagged glory.

Above them float countless, colourful, bloated caricatures of dragons. They look like those massive parade balloons but made by a five-year-old with a wide variety of mental deficiencies. As if rebelling against the constant gale force winds blowing upwards, huts hang under these rounded balloons, connected by a complex web of walkways and wind deflecting sails. Thick ropes connect everything to heavy anchors, wedged in between the sharp rocks below.

As I said, majestic and silly beyond belief.

And the dragoness besides me is pissed that the skins their young shed are being utilized as moronic hot air balloons.

Don’t start laughing hysterically, you utter ass! That would be a one-way ticket to single-once-again-ville. Another titanic struggle later, I turn my head from the sight and stare at Rhea.

I raise my hand slowly. Come on, where is it? I need to stall a bit. “Let’s do it this way. I want to try something. Afterwards, you can do whatever you want.” Her indignance at this entire situation is fighting with something else I can’t quite place. I can usually read other people like a book, but she has a braincore too. Braincore cultivators need to manually make those subconscious ticks, I can’t quite read—

Found it! I jerk my outstretched arm back, put my arm around her shoulder and face her towards the island all at the same time.

My long-distance scanning process finally found the nexus and accompanying skull. That formation keeps the wind going straight up, creating a permanent high-pressure area. Or is this a low-pressure area? Weather prediction needs too much calculating power to simulate and predict accurately, but I can see that this permanent updraft is messing with weather on a massive scale.

I somehow manage not to dissolve into giggles as the fierce winds die down and the cartoon dragon balloons start falling and deflating. The sharp rocks below aren’t able to pierce the thin colourful membranes. The majestic sight of floppy inflatables descending through the air and snagging their limbs on sharp rocks is just… amazing.

I snatch the skull from the air, my process having guided it successfully through the hallways to the ship and turn towards the gaping audience. “That’s better? Now they are sad deflating balloons instead of proud and majestic…”

The death glare is enough of a hint for me to stop talking. The two mages are rubbing their eyes, unable or unwilling to see what is happening in front of them. I just smirk and steer the Ascent away from the island.


⁂
 

Now that I think about it, Capillary Island was obviously just a massive cock sticking out of a gigantic watery hole. I am pretty proud of myself for not constantly joking about it. On the other hand, it’s a massive, throbbing missed opportunity.

Hehe.

The whirlpool is still going strong, by the way. My students wanted to get some massages. I don’t think that they will continue to serve people when the skull gets stolen. I’ll get that one on my way back.

Plant Island’s stealing of the skull was not that impressive, it only caused the plants to wilt a bit. I did see some of the more artificial trees snap under their own weight when I left, exposing some of the rooms that the nature mages build inside.

Next up is Strata Island, home of the earth mages. The chaotic tower is already visible; let’s see what effect their skull has.

Life is useless, who cares. I sure don’t.

Apathy shows me dense earth mana, wafting from the entire tower. It seems to stream upwards from the base of the island as it travels through the randomly build Escher like walls and pillars.

I stop, spreading qi through the water to keep myself steady on the sea surface. I rub my chin as I do some manual, non-automated thinking. On the one hand, I want that skull. On the other hand, I don’t want to become an indiscriminate mass murderer. I design and run a small simulation, recreating the faraway tower in my mind.

I pull the simulated energy nexus from its base and watch the miniature tower crumble instantly. There are no slowly forming cracks, no ponderous toppling. Removing the mana support will cause it to turn to dust, basically.

Unless I remove the skull slowly, that might just work! I immediately start designing the most energy efficient way of causing a slow disconnect as I start to run again. I have the solution perfected and tested all to hell and back by the time I arrive at the foot of the tower.

I crane my neck backwards and stare up at the thing. This tower is more than a kilometre in diameter and a couple high. It’s like the Tower dungeon’s messy, mentally disabled, brown, little brother. I grin at the mental image while forming the controlled demolition spell. It’s a simple cage that will start separating the skull from the mana flow keeping the structure intact.

I aim and throw it directly at the place with the densest earth mana. Dust starts cascading down the tower as the spell finds the skull and initiates. I hear screams as Strata Island rumbles.

I run south-east, towards the columns of smoke on the horizon. Looking back shows me a sea of boats sailing away from the towering structure. I would never have guessed that a medieval world like this one would have proper evacuation measures in place, the amount of people leaving seems too much for uncontrolled chaos.

I grumble a bit. There goes my plan to sell what I remember from my OSHA training… Cultivators scoffed at the concept of providing safe working environments, but mortals were all too happy when they noticed I cared about them not dying horribly.

Disintegration Island is still abandoned. It has turned from a partially active volcano island to a completely active volcano island. Feeling flashes of hate and anxiety shows me a build-up of fire mana underground. How am I going to get to a skull inside a magma chamber?

Red hot lava flows in rivulets over black solidified stone towards the sea. I check for the position of the skull again, still running simulations on how to safely get to the thing, when I freeze. The core of the mana cloud is a tiny bit lower than before.

Fuck, the skull is melting its way through the earth’s crust! That’s where all the magma is coming from! It keeps heating up, and thus expanding and melting new rock. Sealing the cap would only cause the temperature and pressure to rise, with explosive consequences. I check again and the mana seems lower still.

I compare all three snapshots and come to the conclusion that the skull is sinking through the earth with a speed of around a centimetre per second. The skulls feel like heavy glass and glass is, simply said, a weird form of stone, so the sinking I understand. One question remains, where is the skull pulling the energy from?

Only one way to find out! These are the kind of questions that I wake up for in the morning. How am I going to travel through a hundred metres of magma to steal the crystallised brain and skull of a powerful fire conjurer?

‘CHILL, SLOW DOWN YO, TAKE IT EASY, DON’T BE SALTY’

The sheets of ice I want form under my feet. I pull them into the air with a combination of rigid qi constructs and qi threads. I start creating a process to keep airflow going but decide to just hold my breath. Keep it simple, idiot.

I stack the freshly formed sheets of qi-infused ice behind me and walk towards the smoking and sintering mountain range. The mana concentration is to the right, and the previously inhabited buildings are to the left. I walk to the left anyway because that’s where I sensed the network of underground tunnels when I was here previously.

Halfway there I stop. What am I doing? Why am I faffing about with water and ice? I have a heartcore now, half of my power base is the epitome of dumb strength. Messing and manipulating with carefully balanced forces of nature was a necessity because I couldn’t do any large-scale work any other way. I grin widely as I feel something dropping away. I start to chuckle.

I shut down a large amount of the analytical and predictive processes, only leaving a crude brute force prediction algorithm going. I retract the qi from the ice behind me and breathe it back in. I think a couple of cooling thoughts and let my braincore qi flow along with my bloodstream. Then I start to laugh.

The sea explodes into superheated steam under my feet as I let my full power loose. The wind tears at my hair, face and clothes as it resists my sudden speed. I will it away, my new air affinity letting me glide through the atmosphere, which feels thicker than mud at this speed. The mountain comes closer at high speed, the only preparation I make is pulling back my fist.

Ker-DOOOMPF

I smash through the thick stone and watch half the mountain explode outwards.

“Fuck OOOFFFFF! YOU FUCKING LAVAAAA!”

Fusing large amounts of qi into my voice blasts back the glowing rock, the power of my voice alone tunnelling a temporary path through the molten stone. Stone is heavier than water, so even in liquid form, it is a great platform to kick off of.

A smaller part of the mountain explodes at the force of my double kick. I speed through the temporary tunnel, pulling the wind along in a cocoon around me. The predictive process chimes in; this course of action will deep fry me.

Okay, maybe I should think a little bit while diving into magma. I windmill my arms a single time, pulling air over and under me, cooling the magma tunnel with a gale-force.

“RAAAWAAWR”

My voice now an unintelligible scream, I reach what’s left of the nexus. I see black enchanted stones sticking out of the magma walls around me. A red skull is on display on a partially melted pillar sticking from the magma. I reposition my body, pull my legs to my chest and prepare to kick off.

I spot crystal fragments, and something tells me to enter combat mode. I relent and swirl qi through my brain.

Analyse situation. Super dumb action, in hindsight. Also, super fun action. Analyse other crystals. Shape is recognized as brain structure. Partially transformed old guys? Scan surrounding magma with augur. Result; no organic material. Temporary conclusion: failed crystal skulls. Degradation effect observed in brain crystal. Source of power found; deconstruction of crystal material releases elemental power.

Analyse body and planned action. Simulate. Perfect preparations are taken. Heartcore does by instinct what takes hours of subjective braincore planning. Maybe this action not dumb? Braincore similar in power and ability to instinct? Cost-benefit analysis: heartcore fun versus braincore precision. Conclude it is situational. Decide to sanction pure heartcore actions in non-serious situations.

Initialize skull and brain fragment retrieval program. Start generating threads of qi, aim at all crystal items in vicinity. Start process. Subjective time spend in full power battle mode: around two hours. Time elapsed in real world: half a second. Resume heartcore action. Analyse full scope of actions later.

The rock under my feet explodes as qi threads shoot towards the crystals around me. The shockwave caused by my double kick propels me back through the tunnel and I use the wind to guide my path back outside this glowing hell. The skull and several crystallized pieces of brain follow me, forming a glowing trail behind.

I put the stream of incredibly hot items in my ring as I land on the water surface. This entire action would take at least half an hour of subjective calculation and simulation with my braincore. Using my heartcore, I just do it without thinking too much.

I smile widely. Honestly, getting stuck on this planet while all my hard-earned powers were stolen from me might not be so bad after all.









Chapter forty-one

[bookmark: _Toc5718782][bookmark: _Toc16934463]Over-analyzation 

T he top fifth of Strata Island is running down its sides in rivers of sand. The chaotic tower is turning into a sandcastle made from loose powder. It looks like it is burning and melting except for the fact that the dust is not floating upwards.

I am standing on the waves, a couple of kilometres away from the tragic sight. I form a sheet of qi in front of me and shove it through the tower once again. Some clusters of living beings, stocks of food and material along with a lot of books. Closing my eyes, I feel for the auras still there.

Each personality appears like a small spark in my mindscape, showing me glimpses of who they are. I have operated on a pre-ascension, near demi-god level for a long time. That did something to either my mind or my soul. My massive sensitivity for qi, mana and living beings stems from that, I think.

Well, its absolute shit compared to a year ago, but still a lot better than what I remember from my previous solid core realm senses.

Anyway, these senses allow me to feel that there are just two types of people left in the buildings. I would describe them as mason and numb. One type just wants to build stuff while the other type wants nothing. Earth mage and slave, I am guessing. Neither of these people types are on my shit-list.

I rub my face a bit. I am used to having my plans spiral out of control, but this is getting ridiculous. I am starting to feel like a shelter or asylum manager. Sighing deeply, I give in and run past the fleet of evacuating ships.

I scan the base of the tower again, mapping the exact location of the nexus room. I shroud myself in some more ‘NOT HERE, NANANA, NOT HERE’ qi and jump. I point my fist forwards and make a few qi structures. A sound dampening field prevents everybody from noticing the new hole in the tower as I punch through the outer layers while a simple construction reflecting the visual spectrum hides my freshly made entrance.

Should I bother with all this stealth? Maybe not, but I have been doing this for such a long time that it is pretty ingrained by now.

I kick through a couple more thick walls, happy for the weakening structural integrity of the entire structure as more earth mana drains. I land in another cult-like room, everything looking to be made from hard-baked clay. A dull, matte skull is lying on top of a simple stone pillar.

And is that a dead guy? Yeah, he is a total goner. The corpse lying against the pillar looks ancient. Deep-set eyes stare at nothing from a wrinkled face. Strata must have been in the middle of replacing their battery.

I touch the corpse with a single finger. His… Nope, that’s a her. Her brain is ninety percent crystal. The rest of her brain is deader than dead, the cells half rotted and desiccated. Cause of death? Natural… I can’t sense any wounds or other ailments.

It’s like the brain stopped supplying… of course, it stopped supplying signals to the nervous system. Her brainstem is crystallized! So, mages are doomed to die? Danarius has a good quarter of his brain turned to crystal. I wonder how he will react to qi.

Speaking of freeloaders, I look upwards and scan the entire tower again. The upper half is totally empty, all the powerhouses took their valuables when evacuating. The lower levels still have some people running about. Half are looking for ships, of which there are none left, the other half are chained up.

First things first though, I poke the dull skull in curiosity. There is still mana in there, just not a lot. It feels like a battery that used to run on trust and apathy but has been used too intensively. Discharging batteries entirely will usually destroy them, and that seems to have happened here too.

My poking finally has an effect as the skull cracks. The fissures shoot across the cranium and the thing crumbles to dust. I jump back in time for some symbols to start lighting up around the room. I watch the light show with interest and baulk at the horrible inefficiency.

Brute-forced crystal development through supersaturation. That is what is happening here, in the most wasteful, horrendously horrible method possible.

The runes scrawled across the entire nexus chamber have one purpose, the moving of mana. The crumbled skull’s mana hovered on top of the pillar for a bit, until a few runes started flashing. This moved the mana to the corpse slumped against said pillar. This oversaturation then started the halted crystal growth. Flesh does not crystallize easily, so the process slowed down when the brains and skull were turned into solid mana.

Retrieving and cleaning the skull was… messy.

“Requiescat in pace.”

I give a slight bow to the mutilated old lady. She will get a burial soon enough.

Looking upwards, I prepare to test some of the things I learned at fire island. Spending years inside of my own head each fight is not healthy for my mental stability. I could start running simulations, plan the entire thing and execute it from a slow-motion perspective, but that would take days.

I can usually amuse myself when spending long hours thinking in combat mode, but I don’t feel like it. My mind is no longer the calculating monster of old. My heartcore definitely has had some effect on my character. All in all, this dual core setup is well worth the tenfold qi requirement needed for realm advancement.

So instead of making detailed scans, mapping each brick, calculating each move and running thousands of simulations, I think of a quick plan.

DANGER.

Shit, so much for that. Combat mode now. Analyse. Nexus room used up mana reserves. Skull is absent. Tower is turning into sand. All at once.

Finalize crude plan. Locate targets. Prepare qi string. Reconnect to Tree. Need higher level of detail for guaranteed success. Likelihood of fatality during retrieval is five percent. Needed time to decrease to sub-one-thousandth percent is estimated two hundred hours of simulation.

A week of boredom or trust in heartcore?

Analyse previous heartcore performance.

…

Trust heartcore. Trust self.

The world speeds back up as I start moving by instinct. Soft brick explodes into loose sand as I kick against the crumbling ground. I launch a fist upwards and shoot a cone of qi out of my fist. Shooting through the created hole, I feel the prepared qi threads shoot through the crumbling rock.

What follows is a dark tunnel speeding by as I feel shapes being pulled towards me. A staccato of bodies gets pulled into Tree, too fast for me to consciously follow without slowing down the world around me.

The bright sky blinds me as I shoot from the crumbling tower, a trail of dust following me up into the air. Looking down, I see a myriad of smaller dust trails created from bursts of focussed air from the sudden velocity change of my latest kidnap victims.

Am I at a thousand yet? I focus on Tree, who is now carrying the newest freshly frozen arrivals to the qi-less warehouse. I let loose a breath of relief. Just a bit over five hundred, nowhere near a thousand.

I let my eyes wander around as my slowly spinning flight upwards starts losing momentum. A plume of dust beneath me is swallowing a large fleet of ships. Fresh plumes of volcanic ash appear from one side of my horizon. Massive rain clouds have formed on the other side, the wind patterns set in motion by air island no longer keeping their skies clear. I can also see the top of the mana dungeon from here.

I have gathered the courage needed to ask my brain a question by the time I start falling again. I check my brain section responsible for keeping logs and peer into the casualty report. Beside a shitload of fauna that kicked the bucket, there are no sentient casualties.

That is one hell of a slippery slope avoided! Letting people die for convenience’s sake is not on my to-do list.

I steer myself towards the north and dive into the sea with a glorious swan dive. Emerging like a dolphin, I start pondering how to steal the water skull as I run.


⁂
 

I check my running processes. To my horror, one that I have had running for hundreds of years is not there. Where did it go? I scour my mindscape for the small process, filtering on input and alert privileges. It’s not here.

My ‘potential penis joke’ process is gone. Looking at Capillary Island, this process should have been ringing like mad. I have gained enough power so that it should be back by now.

My cup measuring process is another example. I didn’t consciously remake that one. It simply reappeared when I gained some more thinking capacity. I think that running a single process continuously for centuries ingrained them into my soul or something.

I look deeper inwards, not happy with this development. My heart skips a beat when I notice a smudge. A small piece of my mind has something smeared on it. It feels like my own qi, but this… this smells like dragon.

Rhea you slut! Oh my god! Is she censoring my processes? What in the flip?

I admit we did plenty of mind related stuff lately, fully exploring these new psychic possibilities. We even used it for things other than sex. Fighting with our full powers would attract all kinds of attention and wreck the climate, so we did that while sharing thinking space.

Even so, I never would have thought that she has the gall to censor my very own thoughts. I go through my mind with a fine-toothed comb, picking through every single available strand of thinking power I have. I uncover a few more and even a single modification. She left the boob measuring process in place, only modified it to focus solely on her. My penis joke-, pun-and ‘that’s what she said’ scanning processes are disabled.

I unseal them and delight in the fact that there are at least thirty possible penis jokes I can make about Capillary Island. I feel pieces of my very soul sliding back into place. Grinning in delight, I stride forwards. I start making a list of potential punishments to administer to a shapeshifting woman as I eye the water mages’ home.

Fifteen minutes later, I have the skull in my hands and walk outside. There were no old fogies for me to kidnap here. The whirlpool is heavily buffered, the kinetic energy locked up thanks to the nexus room is enough to keep it spinning for weeks.

It will probably be a couple of days before these people even notice their missing skull. This allowed me to gather some… interesting toys and materials. Should be useful for punishing Rhea later.


⁂
 

“Stop pouting, you big baby!”

“I’m not pouting. And another few days at the place wouldn’t have hurt anyone!”

“No brother, trust me. You do not want to become like the people that spend the majority of their time at that place.”

Vox raises a questioning pair of eyebrows at the statement. Ares turns red as she begins to stammer.

“A-anytime we… Water mages can keep clean, they can’t heal. They can’t heal chafing. Nor swelling.”

The puzzled eyebrows crease further in confusion. “Chafing? Why w… Oh. Did they do it nonstop? I mean… It gets a bit sore if handled too much, why would they need healing?”

Vox and Ares both seem to realise the subject of their discussion at the same time. Vox crouches down with hands covering his face as Ares looks at the ocean with her full concentration.

“Nevermind. I will miss the massages from Areil though. Those fingers, ooh.” A shudder runs through Vox as his eyes cloud over in remembrance.

Ket is staring at the duo with dull eyes. “Could you discuss those things in private? And ask Angeta about… that piece of jade. She will know which one.”

Re-Haan is studying her nails like they are the most interesting thing in the world. Sitting on the steering wheel column as if it is a throne while looking bored, she tries very hard to look unapproachable.

“Miss Re-Haan?”

Something that she seems to be failing at. Selis splendidly ignores all the signs and the very ‘do not disturb me’ aura Re-Haan is projecting and looks up at her with big eyes.

“Hmm? Se… Sols?”

Selis smiles widely. “Why are you with Teach?”

Re-Haan’s thoughts crash to a halt. She stares at the cheerfully smiling face framed by blue hair. “Wha?”

“My name is Selis. And why are you with Teach?”

The dragoness looks away from the beaming face to gather her thoughts.

“Look, miss Re. You guys don’t fit at all.”

Re-Haan is now glaring at the small girl. She is about to open her mouth to give the little cretin a vicious tongue lashing but shuts her mouth when strands of water gather in between Selis and herself.

“See here, if I map all the personalities I have observed so far on a scale, with dominance and submissive or subservient on the line, formal and informal on this one, the third one becomes intuition and reason with feeling and sensing mapped as the size… You two are nowhere compatible.”

An intricate web of lines, symbols, numbers and dots made from sparkling water now floats in between the two. Ket walks up to the two females, staring at the multi-dimensional graph with fascination.

“Look, Ket and Tess are well inside the compatibility zone. They will get together within a few months according to my calculations. Oh, hey Ket. I’ll add some more numbers so you can understand it.” Selis frowns in concentration as small droplets separate from the maze of water, shaping small numbers that float in between refracting lines.

“I want to praise and kick you at the same time, Sel.” Ket’s eyes buzz through the forming numbers with speed.

“Angeta is the most balanced of us all, weirdly enough. You should just ig-OW!” A slender finger snaps against Selis’ forehead. The watery structure now a wet spot on the deck, the pouting girl looks at the female dragoness sitting on top of the steering column with furrowed brows.

“I commend you for your effort, that data must have cost you a lot of time thinking. A few months at least?”

Rubbing her forehead while looking down, Selis mumbles softly. “Half a year.”

“Well, good job on not going crazy then. I barely use my braincore, have slept for nine out of ten parts of my life so far, and I feel like going crazy from boredom whenever I use my braincore intensively.” Re-Haan waves at the back of her head nonchalantly while adjusting the steering wheel she is lying against.

“You built this theory on faulty information. You have observed a few non-standard individuals for what, a few days? A week or so since you formed that braincore? Your sample size is too small, that was the first thing I learned. Your observations are too subjective. And you based the non-compatibility theory on the personalities of a non-human with an underdeveloped human personality and a hyper-controlled show that… Teach put… Are you listening?”

Re-Haan stops her lecture when she notices that neither Selis or Ket are paying attention. Instead, they are sneakily passing a shard of jade back and forth. They both notice that she has stopped speaking and look up guiltily.

“Uhm, sorry for asking such an insensitive question.”

“I have recorded your lecture and will review it later.”

Re-Haan rubs her face a bit as she watches the boy and girl walk away while huddling, working out a new theory based on shared data. The dragoness seriously thinks about punishing the two for disrespect, but her observation skills keep her from acting.

The two braincore cultivators are not at the level of perfect bodily control yet, and data Re got from Drew tells a whole story. She looks at Ket’s gait, the way the boy walks speaking volumes of neglect and deeply ingrained avoidance behaviour. The manner in which Selis looks away at certain times, along with muscle twitches uncontrolled by her developing braincore, tells her a lot about what kind of stuff the girl went through.

Looking at the endless blue horizon with a melancholic look, Re-Haan thinks about the few unconscious tics she saw from Drew. Even hours of thinking later, she still can’t figure out if those twitches were truly trauma or another veil to hide behind.









Chapter forty-two

[bookmark: _Toc5718783][bookmark: _Toc16934464]Squabbles 

“M UHAHAHA I AM RICH, RIIIICH!” Tess is grinning like a maniac while letting gold coins rain through her fingers. The black-haired girl is inside a small room, large chests stacked everywhere. A few of the ironbound containers are kicked over, spilling their glittering contents throughout the hidden chamber. Tess rolls around with a foolish grin on her face, dragging her arms through the thick layers of spilt valuables.

BAMBAMBAM

“LET ME IN, DON’T HOARD IT TO YOURSELVES!”

“Fuck off, Bord! I am finally truly rich!”

“Rich? It’s not food?”

“No, it’s money! And gold! AND JEWELS WOOO I’M RICH!”

“Can’t eat gold, and jewels taste bad. I’m going to raid another kitchen!”

“No, you won’t. Stupid humans, we should leave before they realise what is going on. The chaos is starting to lessen.”

Five minutes later, a beastwoman is seen dragging two humans through the streets. The human boy is dragging a trail of sausages behind him while the girl leaves a trail of valuables in her wake. The few other figures out and about all stop and stare at the trio, their lack of green robes immediately painting them as outsiders and intruders.

“Y-you three! Stop right this ins-”

The beastkin’s glare is filled with enough fury to shut the mage up immediately. The small, thorny plants sprouting up from between the cobblestones around the beastwoman’s feet only add to the intimidating aura of anger. “Human, just don’t.”

Each word coming out of her mouth seems to cut the air. The aura of dread is gone the moment one of the figures she is dragging behind her disappears in a black cloud. The still-frozen nature mage can only gape as his purse gets nicked by nimble fingers.

Tess freezes now that she can look around the corner of the building this entire scene played out in front of. “Shit, Angy, there’s a lot of people coming this way.”

“Bord, start running on your own. They will not feed your fat ass when they catch you.” Angeta leaves the busily chewing boy behind as she darts after the black streak that just ran past her. Bord dusts off his pants while putting another sausage into his mouth. “What are they…”

He stops as a rumbling sound reaches his ears. His head slowly turns towards the corner as the sound of many footsteps becomes ever more apparent.

Not half a minute later, Bord catches up to his two fellow disciples, an ever-growing horde of plant animals with green-clad riders chasing them. The trio rushes back towards the centre of the town, their rings stuffed with gold, food and rare plants.


⁂
 

“But his name is ‘Drew’, right? Why does he want to be called ‘Teach’ then?” Selis is sitting on a chair while forcefully patting a grumpy rabbit. She is sunbathing as the ship slowly rolls in the wind, chatting to the other sunbathers.

“The word ‘teach’ means to share knowledge. Don’t you noble folks have those types of people?” Ket slowly reels in the fishing line he is trailing behind the boat while glancing at the redheaded siblings.

“Ah, we had tutors. They taught us in exchange for a lot of money. Knowledge is only powerful if it is kept to a select few, you know.”

“Yeah sis, before I went on that… vacation, I remember dad and mom talking about the cost of hiring mister Blanche.”

“They gave that creep money?”

Brother and sister start reminiscing about a past not too long ago. The rest of the people ignore the duo as they keep talking about Teach. Ket turns to Re-Haan while keeping an eye on his fishing line. “Do you know why he insists on being called Teach? It’s a pretty old word that has fallen into disuse.”

“Why would I care what he chooses to call himself? It’s not an earned name, so it does not matter.”

Ket opens his mouth to reply but no words come out. After a while, he speaks: “I have no reply to that.”

“Lola is a pretty weird name too. It doesn’t have any whistling or tone change in it.” Selis holds the rabbit in question up high into the air while swaying her back and forth.

“And Drew is weird too. It sounds really foreign. Does he have more names?” Ket is staring at Re-Haan again, craning his neck to look at the woman standing behind the wheel.

“None of them are ea-”

“Earned, yes. That must be a dragon thing, I am guessing?” Ket cuts her off the moment he realises she isn’t answering his question.

“Only great deeds warrant the giving of a name, giving one frivolously is a sign of an underdeveloped culture.” Re-Haan sneers at the stupid human boy with his stupid and inefficient way of catching fish.

“How advanced could the culture of sleeping lizards be? Have you guys discovered the base principles governing electricity or physics?”

“Did you?”

“No, but Teach did. Or his people, at the very least. And he taught them to us. That earns him the name of ‘Teach’ in my book.”

The sound of waves breaking against the hull of the Ascent is very loud in the following minutes.

“I’m bored! Come fishy, let’s check out the other experiments!” Selis jumps up, summoning streams of water around her. A transparent fish flits through the suspended liquid, twirling around the girl as she bounces belowdecks.

Vox and Ares also make their way down the stairs, leaving Ket and Re-Haan alone on deck.

“So, human. A distance between you and your potential mate makes you irritable.”

“So, dragon. A distance between you and your mate makes you-”

“You guys are repeating each other now? I’m gone for a little bit and instead of the nurtured intellectual powerhouses brain cores should be, I see childishness.”

They both freeze, looking at the bearded man that just landed on the deck. “Where is eve… they are below decks. Ah, the mana experiments! Nearly forgot.”

With that, the boy and dragon are alone on the deck again. Ket breaks the silence after a long while. “So, what manner of weather prediction simplification have you found?”

The dragoness arches a single eyebrow. “Dynamic resolution.”

Ket looks at her with an obviously faked dumbfounded expression on his face. “Of course, I scale my resolution down when there is little activity.”

“Did you try a system not based on grids?”

“Uuhm…”

“You still go through the entire grid in a single pass?”

“Well…”

“Okay human. Admit that dragons are superior, and I might just teach you something about object-oriented nodes.”

Ket looks down, mumbling to himself. He then looks up with a wide grin on his face. “No need, thanks for the tip.” He gives the fishing line a large pull and drops the coiled wire on the deck. He jumps overboard, takes a deep breath and sticks his head underwater while clinging to the side of the boat. Sizzling noises can be heard as the excess heat gets dumped in the salty brine.

“So, emitting intent works like that too, hmm. Concepts along with words, interesting. I am a huge stinky poop face.” Re-Haan smiles to herself as she steers the boat.

An entire minute later she realises what she just said. She spends the next hour frantically searching through her own brain space without finding anything at all.


⁂
 

“Hey Teach!” Selis waves at me, a big smile on her face. I nod back and look at what she is doing.

“What are you doing to my experiment. Why are you contaminating it?” I keep my temper in check as the girl keeps poking a teeth-covered fish. “Don’t touch that one Vox.”

Vox retracts his hands from the burning fish. “What is the meaning behind those lines, Teach?”

“They concentrate dark and light mana. The mages here call it dim and bright. I figured out that mana mutations are caused by a mana imbalance.”

“The beast hordes! They will be starting to roam soon, and each one has a few mutants.” Vox stares at the bowls with big eyes.

“So, Teach, why does bright mana enhance while dim mana seems to… twist?” Selis is now poking her finger through the floating cloud of organs that is one of my experiments. I slap her hand away and sort through the information I gathered so far.

“Qi brings out potential and enhances functions. I think mana is a lesser form of energy, a smaller set of universal principles condensed into a metaphysical form. Qi enhances what is already there. Mana doesn’t seem to be… complete enough to do so.”

“I don’t get it.” Vox looks down while rubbing his brows.

“That’s insufficient data to extrapolate off of, Teach.” Ket looks at me accusatorily. He just walked downstairs, water dripping from his wet hair.

“Yeah, qi feels bigger than mana.” Ares is looking down while thinking.

“But fishy now uses qi, not mana?” Selis is still staring me directly in the eyes.

I grin at the thoughtful expressions of my students. “Here is your first task as my students: find out the secrets and science behind mana mutants.”

I see none of the enthusiasm I was hoping for. They all stare at the weird-looking fish pensively. I sigh and give in. “The best theories will receive food privileges. I will cook whatever you want. Cooperation is allowed and encouraged; you all know the basics of science. Use those principles and keep track of who does what.”

I internally lament about the fact that my students get a ferocious and zealous gleam in their eyes when I mention the words ‘food privileges.’ I walk back up the stairs to the deck while thinking about how to lead horses to water.

I also bring the process I implanted in a certain dragon out of stealth mode and greatly enjoy the obvious aura of anxiousness around the ship’s current captain.
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T here is this concept called the pole of inaccessibility. That imaginary pole is the hardest to reach place in a landmass, the piece of land most distant from any coastline. You can invert the concept and figure out the spot in an ocean that is the furthest away from land.

This is relevant because we have reached this place.

Rhea gave me a lot of information when she blasted my mind into the next dimension, including a rough world map. The ocean, on which a large part of my adventures so far have played out, sits in between two continents and is a roughly square shape. I filled in some blanks using my upgraded scouting drone and figured out the spot that is the furthest away from any intelligent life.

There is no point on this half of the planet that is further away from land, unless you go into space. This trip took a bit over two weeks. A lot happened. I could summarize it all, but that would be pretty boring.

I scoot over to Rhea, give her a squeeze and jam a fake microphone in her face.

“Hello, miss, could you give me and the viewers at home an update on what happened on this little journey of ours?”

I manage to keep a straight and semi-professional journalist face as the ticked off dragoness starts fighting back. I can see a flame starting to smoulder inside her pupils as I feel her up while keeping her in a reporter’s hug. Ha! That’s what you get for rejecting half my qi, woman!

“What is it now, you insufferable a-”

“Recap of what happened the last few weeks. I’m keeping a logbook.”

“You know very well what happened, you Dick. Leave me alone.”

I feel my temper flare at her abuse of my name, I heard the capital D in the way she pronounced it. Rhea looks away from me, ignores me totally and acts like the steering wheel needs all her attention. Alright then, let’s start plan number two.

“Pleeeeeaaaaaaase?” I look at her with begging, innocent eyes. I draw a slow-moving band of qi through my eyes and make them water a bit. ‘I’M FUCKING CUTE, CAN’T IGNORE ME, PUPPY EYES’

She stares at me. She blinks a bit. She ignores me again, the ocean taking up her full attention.

“I reformed my cultivation-base, my previous double core base’s qi intent was largely sexual. Great for having fun, useless for fighting. I reformed a braincore with a pure air focus. I tried a heartcore and a gut core. I will reform the double core setup when I reach past the foundation realm.”

I was about to leave and pester the others, but she gives me a recap anyway. I’ve still got it, aw yeah! I smile and kiss her on the cheek.

“Thanks, hun, you sure you don’t want to join me up there later?”

She nods, a smile creeping up her face despite the fierce glare she is still sending my way. “Yes. We’ve got all the time in the world, right? I also am a massive cunt-face.”

I grin back at her and walk downstairs, a jump in my step. I dodge the burst of hyper-condensed air while remotely sending the implanted process into hiding again.


⁂
 

Selis and Tess are sitting on a bench in a dark space. Ominous shapes surround the duo as they peer into a large cauldron, eldritch lights playing across their fascinated faces. Selis grins an evil smile while rubbing her hands, Tess peers into the murky mixture while rubbing her fingers, letting a fine powder fall from between her digits.

“A pinch more!”

“I’ll add a dash of this too!”

“Don’t mess with the balance too much!”

“Oooh, this one is turning out great!”

They both look at each other and start cackling like mad witches. The mysterious liquid they are bent over flickers with an eerie light as something builds up.

“Tess, here it comes!”

“Control it! I will catch it!”

A thump sounds and the large cauldron shakes a bit. A thin strand of smoke starts rising from the surface, menacing shadows flickering through the wafting fog.

Then the entire thing explodes. The rapidly forming water geyser seems hesitant to form as Selis spreads her arms wide. The fluid explosion freezes as the blue-haired girl’s eyes glow for a brief second. A shadow flashes through the frozen water and Tess appears in the dark cabin, holding an odd shape with two pinched fingers.

“Let’s see. Ow, note this one down Sel. Water and darkness make it ghostly looking. And it seems to glow? Why is it glowing when we added dark darkness mana and light water mana?”

Selis hops over and studies the wiggling thing squeezed between Tess’s slender fingers. “This looks like something deep sea! There is no light there, so some fish do this… uhm… bio… numyremins? Biorumi… nence… thing to create light. Yeah, bio-ruminence. The light attracts prey or is a warning signal.”

“Hmm, can we learn something from this one?”

“Nope, it doesn’t really confirm any of our theories either. Toss it.”

“Yessir!” The fish and her hand turn to black fog as she sticks both through the nearest ship wall. Seconds later a splash is heard as the freshly mutated fish suddenly finds itself outside the ship and falling into the ocean. “What combination do we do now?”

Selis’ eyes sparkle as she rummages through a box, shoving tinkling crystals out of the way. “I wanna try a triple combo again.”

“But Seeeeliiiiis, the last twenty exploded! I’m fine with it, but let’s do a fish again. Exploding squirrels are horrible to clean.”

“I’m sure that the combo of bright nature mana along with dim earth and metal mana will create something viable!” Selis holds a trio of crystals clutched in her fist as she kicks the cauldron over, causing the mana-rich water to flow through a clearly improvised drainage hole.

I stare in horrified fascination as the two girls continue experimenting. Wait, I am peeping on two girls through a crack in a wall. Am I a creep? But this scene is just so… fascinating. My students took to the mission I gave them with gusto. These two have been messing with mana and small animals pretty much nonstop. Angeta has been doing the same with plants, but we’ll get to that later.

For now, I kick open the door to the room in the ship’s bow. The two girls freeze, huddled over the large bowl of freshly poured seawater as they crumble mana crystals on top of their newest experimental subject, a small grey fish.

“TEACH!” they both scream. Tess drops her half-shattered crystal. The water starts to boil furiously for a split-second and explodes at once.

“Ah, ignore me, girls. I just want to hear a status update from you two.” I stare at the two sorry figures expectantly. I ignore the dripping water, along with the small bits of fish guts that just now plopped to the ground from Tess’ shoulder and repeat my question. “Status update from when we left the mage isles please.” I smile at them broadly. “You have an… eye on your forehead, Sel.” I point at the glistening piece of fish, slowly sliding from a wet hair covered forehead.

She wipes it away while looking at me with eyes just as dead as the fishes. “Reached condensation stage. Am filling core with liquid water-intent qi with a focus on the many forms of water. All three normal phases and variable liquid properties, except for plasma and crystalline structures. Tess, just give him an abbreviated version. He won’t go away until we tell him.”

Tess is trembling, obviously keeping her face blank with effort as she looks at Selis with the corner of her eyes. “Angry Selis is cute too, hmm.”

I’m pretty sure I wasn’t supposed to hear her mumble that to herself. I see Tess take a deep breath to get herself under control.

“I’ve filled up half of my core with sublimation shadow-intent qi. I’ve got nothing new to report besides a lot of experiments on the properties of mana.”

I give the duo a thumbs up and walk towards the edge of the dark room. I knock a finger on the small green dome, and it opens up a crack, thick wafts of mana seeping through the opening. I look inside the dark little room and smile at the angry, furry face peering at me from the dark. “Hey, Angeta. How’s it going?”

“I’m working on plants again. Stupid fucking pieces of goatshit.”

“How many did you manage to mana mutate?” I ask the irate woman.

“Two… I managed to make two fucking plants mutate in three fucking weeks. And there goes this one.” She covers her face in both hands as the plant she was staring at withers and crumbles in seconds. “A single blade of grass needs incredible dense amounts of mana for at least a day to mutate.”

I look at the mix of fury, resignation and excitement flickering across her face with interest. I am recording this, of course, I’m not doing all this for nothing after all.

“I’d stop, but this is helping my cultivation base immensely. Making qi from loose mana this dense is faster than turning wild qi into my own. I’m past the halfway point of filling my core with liquid qi, so that’s pretty neat I guess…”

With a tired look of suffering on her face she pulls another small blade of grass from her ring. She then takes shards of mana crystal and starts grinding them between her fingers, filling the small pressure cooker made from leaves she is sitting in with mana again.

“Cultivation is still based on aspects of plants, like Selis but with plants instead of water. Now leave me alone for a few days. I wanna make fire and metal mana grass before feeding it qi.” She waves her hand and the slit closes.

I stand up and smile at the two girls, who are ignoring me. I take another bag of mana crystals from my ring and place it on the floor. I hear distracted words of thanks as I quietly close the door on my way out.


⁂
 

“Just leave, go bother someone else!”

Vox looks horrified as his sister berates him. He looks around the clearing as if to leave but ends up sitting down a bit away and closing his eyes.

“Leave him. He has a heartcore after all.”

Ares looks at the other person nearby, Ket. He is sitting on his haunches, peering into a large chunk of sparkling, semi-transparent green stone that is lying in the grass. Ares also hunkers down, touches the stone and closes her eyes. Light start to flicker inside the stone, strands of grey light intertwining with streaks of white.

Vox looks at the still scene for a bit before standing up and walking away. He freezes as he sees me. “Couple of braincore nerds, am I right?”

Ket snorts and Ares sniffs at my comment. Vox grins widely and nods furiously. “Yeah, those two are extremely boring. They just sit there and stare at that rock.”

I shrug my shoulders at this. “Of course, something complicated is boring to the uncomprehending observer. Anyway, how did your cultivation progress for the last three weeks?”

Vox looks me directly in the eye for a couple of seconds and smiles a wry smile. “Honestly, I want to change to a braincore too but I’m afraid I’ll fall behind the rest. I reached liquid qi just yesterday. Other than that, a large focus on buffing and healing is hard to do when there is little need for it.”

I stop to ponder his words for a second. I will need to find or create some proper opponents for my students to fight sooner than later. The dungeons have been good training so far, but their experience in fighting intelligent humanoids is severely lacking. The last time I saw them do teamwork, it was quite a mess. Ket tried to bring some order to the chaos, but there was little actual cooperation going on.

“Do you remember my little talk about lifespan?”

“Uhm, sort of?”

“There is plenty of time to catch up later on, don’t worry about that kind of stuff. Check your access jade for the bit about foundation realm and lifespans.” I watch him pull out a small piece of jade with a tree engraved on it. I feel the connection to the main database form as Vox sends an information request through the small transmitter.

Turning to the duo of braincore nerds, I ask the same question again. “I’d love a status update on your cultivation progress over the last few weeks.”

“I steered my intent back to magnetic metals. The small bit of utility influencing non-magnetic metals gave wasn’t worth the magnetic efficiency loss. Braincore is two-thirds filled with liquid qi. I noticed a relation between intent specificity and cultivation speed. I have a few processes running tests, would like to discuss that later.”

“I tried changing my mindscape.” Ares looks around at the two boys nearby. She flushes a bit before putting a small piece of jade to her forehead. She hands it over and I check it with a strand of augur.

Basically, her mindscape was based on begging and pleading. She tried changing the way her mental processes worked with disastrous effects. It worked, but the efficiency was horrible. So now she is back to begging and bribing her own mind. I knew she was a weak-willed doormat coward, but having to grovel in front of your own mindscape is a new low…

“Maybe you should consider reforming your cultivation base again.” I stare at the pitiful girl with pity in my gaze. I then shake my head and move on, leaving the boys to stare at Ares with questions in their eyes.

I crouch low and jump, calling upon the ambient qi inside the ground and grass to prevent it from shattering under my feet. The wind splits at my command, causing me to speed upwards. Pretty soon I am looking out over the entire domain, Tree sticking out of the forest from in between two massive mountains. It grew quite a bit in these past three weeks, but that’s not what’s relevant right now.

I look upwards and see a massive, bright, pale object. It’s Bord.

Technically it’s Bord who is sitting on a massive artificial satellite I created, but that is not quite as funny to say.

I land on the large sphere, kicking up a large plume of dust. A few square blocks are scattered on the white surface, breaking up the monotonous bleakness. Looking upwards nets me a gorgeous view of Tree and the surrounding forests.

“Hi Teach! Can you throw me back?”

“Why? You got here on your own.”

“Angeta will beat me up again if I use that method again.”

“She won’t know; she’s in the ship’s hold.”

“She’ll smell it. Please just throw me.”

“Sure, just give me an update on how your cultivation has progressed the past few weeks.”

“Ah, no problem! I uhm…” Bord then takes a very thoughtful pose. A rogue wind ruffles his blonde hair, making a tranquil scene as he seems to ponder the mysteries of the universe. “I ate a lot.” He nods firmly to himself. “I ate a lot and did stuff with triangles. That’s it. Explosive triangles.”

This response was within the probabilities I predicted, but it still leaves me speechless for a few seconds. I decide to shrug my shoulders and grab him by the shoulder. I then throw the fatty up into the air.

“THANKS, TEEeeeeaaaaa….” His voice becomes inaudible as he speeds away. I see him land inside the lake near Tree. I have a soft spot for obese heartcore cultivators with a triangle obsession, so I made sure he didn’t land on something hard.

I then take a deep breath, inhaling the air totally devoid of qi that’s hanging around the small moon I am standing on. I have to say, creating a supercomputer inside a moon was a stroke of genius on my part. Well worth the effort of importing and filtering tonnes of seawater and seabed mud.

I sit down and make a connection to the moon’s core. I observe the data structures and permission shell, going over the stored data and its systems one last time. Now I only have to quickly reach the foundation realm before activating the entire thing. It’s gonna be great!
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I  frown a bit as I spot the last member of my qi-powered entourage. Lola is making herself way too comfortable. She’s smack dab in the middle of the artificial construct circling Tree. She is chilling on top of the massive hunk of jade that is the core of this construct.

Creating this entire thing took a lot of effort and time. Being the lazy braincore cultivator that I am, I didn’t do any of it by myself, of course. I designed the thing but left the actual building of it to my qi clone - the same qi clone that’s now floating in the middle of the moon’s core.

Jade comes in two main forms, nephrite and jadeite. Nephrite is also called ‘mutton fat’ jade, a creamy opaque off-white. Nephrite is a cultivator’s beginners jade, comparable to rough sheets and paper and crayons. Jadeite is the good stuff, made up from a complex combination of sodium, aluminium, silicon and oxygen. 

All of these materials are available in large quantities in seawater and the seabed. My qi clone has been filtering truly humongous amounts of the stuff to create this semi-supercomputer-database. My Tree necklace is still floating under the ship, an automated process pulling in water and silt. This muddy water flows out under Tree in an underground cave, through a qi-powered automated processing line, dumping the filtered stuff back out into the sea before it can be contaminated by qi.

All of this is being processed and operated by my qi clone. Some people might say that locking up large quantities of qi into a constructed copy of my physical body might be seen as odd or inefficient. Those people don’t realise what a life-saving treasure it is. I could be dead or dying and qi-starved. Merging with my qi clone would replenish my reserves and allow me to heal my body in full.

And now I’m using it as a glorified industrial process operator and database manager.

And Lola is using this complex construction as a bed. I feel her consciousness flickering through the stored info and analysed data. I wonder what she is learning or searching for?

Anyway, I came here for a reason. I get back to my purpose, eager to get it going. I gather all the recordings I just made, the full-HD, full detail holographic reports of cultivation progress from my students and Rhea. I summarise the info and copy it into the computer. I then register a few new processes in my qi clone’s brain, letting it pore over every detail of the info I just dumped.

People are never truly consciously honest to themselves, the very impossibility of a thinking machine fully analysing its own workings while it is in progress is muddling the waters with subjectivity. Each self-reflective thought causes changes that then need to be analysed by the changed thinking unit. It’s like trying to win a race with someone that is by definition a single step ahead.

Someone else can be objective, however. Asking someone to summarise what they have been doing is a great way to get a feel for what they think is important.

Long story short, a hyper-detailed analysis of the answers I just received will allow me to show them the best options for their growth. Each twitch and glance, down to the milliseconds they held eye contact, can tell me a lot. I might not show it, but I do take this teaching stuff seriously. I give the occasional lecture, but more can be achieved by a single sentence at the right time than days of monologuing to a half listening audience.

The first few action points start flowing into my to-do list. Give Ket a hint about non-grid simulation solutions in a few days. Selis and Angeta should do some research about mana mutation, DNA and the effect forming ice crystals have on both. I should do bondage play with Rh… 

I cough a bit and file that titbit of analysed information away in a deep recess in my mind. Very useful indeed.

Lola should stop interfering with the data processing. I sense some irritation from my qi clone directed at the dumb animal. Ares needs more information about the electromagnetic spectrum, and I should tell Bord about the concept of polygonal rendering, forming the complex from the simple. My qi clone is using a part of the jade core to offload these processing tasks, causing lights to flash through the massive crystal that’s hidden underground.

Putting my hand to the stony surface of the moon, I twist and pull up. A plug of stone reveals a deep tunnel with lights flickering far down. I reach out with my hand and mind and pull Lola upwards.

She dangles from qi threads while glaring at me. “What were you doing, you shitty rabbit?”

She huffs at me and turns her head away. I frown at the petulant rodent. “I know that the qi around the core is easily absorbed, but stop interfering with the data and processes in that thing. They are important.”

She peers at me from the corner of her eye, looking away guiltily when she sees me looking at her accusatory. I ruffle her head a bit. “Come, you’ll want to see this.” I take her with me and jump back down to the main piece of land.

Soaring between the white satellite and the round disk of forest, I take stock of the developments that this dimension has gone through. Clouds are scattered in a wide circular band around the primary landmass. The ocean has grown, becoming deeper and getting a bottom of dense silt. My mind starts to hurt when I try to figure out the complex gravitational forces at play here, so I stop thinking about it. The way Tree seems to be employing complex forces in order to keep everything together is mind-boggling.

I’m sorry science, but I have to pick and choose my battles. I’m willing to do practical research on fundamental levels. Qi has little effect on the building blocks of the universe. When large amounts of qi start to influence large objects or ecosystems, that’s when pure science starts to become so infinitely complicated that belief begins to become more useful.

Tree has been gardening its heart out, making sure that the ecosystem does not get dominated by a single type of mutated plant or animal. Even now, I see golden threads of qi move slowly through the flowing hills, planting seeds and influencing the environment in all kinds of ways.

Bending the air into a telescope, I peer at the hot and cold mountain. I really should name all of this sometime soon. Those thoughts drift away as I see what Tree has been doing. Ideal growing spots for all kinds of rare herbs and plants have cropped up all over the place, thanks to the increase in temperature difference. I start salivating as I think about my patented ice and lava chilli.

If only I had some more Phoenix steak…

Shaking away my distractions, I land back in the clearing. Vox and Bord are sparring while Ares and Ket are still staring at the piece of jade. “How goes it?”

Ket looks up from a daze. He smiles widely. “Great! Ares and I have been processing the data Tess and Selis have been gathering. Even Angeta’s rage-filled experiments have helped us confirm and eliminate some hypotheses.”

Ares also looks up. “This is seriously awesome! We made more scientific progress in three weeks then there was in the past hundred years!” It’s always nice to see someone bloom when they do something they truly enjoy. Gone is the snivelling coward of a few weeks ago, drowned in a sea of nerdy-ness.

“Remember to take breaks though, focusing on one thing for days on end will cause you to lose perspective. In fact, let’s all go outside. You all don’t want to miss this, I think.”

I jump outside, laughing to myself as my students appear under the boat. I might have forgotten to tell them that the necklace was underwater again. Four bedraggled and dripping figures clamber over the railing, shooting daggers at me with their eyes.

Selis, Tess and Angeta also come up on deck. The blue haired girl waves a hand, gathering the water that was covering the bedraggled group. Angeta looks angry. Her latest experiment must have failed again. I drop Lola, who hops over to Rhea’s shoulder. I see the dragoness’ mouth twitch, but she stays silent. 

Clever girl, the first sentence out of her mouth would have included the words ‘bum’, ‘doo-doo’, ‘love’ and ‘eating’.

“I told all of you I wanted to start a school, right?”

I see petulant nods here and there. “Rule number one of helping others is that you need to be in a position where you can help others. I didn’t feel like guiding a lot of people without the strength and ability to make those words true. So…”

There are eight people and a rabbit here. I look them in the eyes one by one. “I hereby request you all to be my dharma protectors.”

Ket is about to raise his hand, so I pre-emptively answer the question. “‘Dharma’ roughly translates to ‘the thing that makes life possible.’ It is what separates sapient life from raging lunatics or instinctual beasts. It is the right way, path and lifestyle. Please watch over me as I make mine a bit more real.”

I make a slight bow, clasping my hands in the traditional way of greeting. Everyone looks sufficiently uncomfortable now. I grin widely and start pulling an array of items from my ring. Colourful skulls, loose mana crystals, shards of energetic materials, orbs of concentrated qi and small wooden figurines of Tree. “Aight, I’m off. Try to get on my level, losers!”

I jump up and pull all the stuff behind me. I peer inside my ring’s secret compartment and pluck the beastcores from the pile one by one, adding them to the swirling mass of items following me. I command the wind to become like stone under my feet as I arrange all the junk into a pattern. The skulls start spinning in eccentric orbits, using me as their gravitational centre. The mana crystal wires connect in an ever-moving web. The sphere of qi I place to the Lagrange points of the complex orbital pattern. The wooden figures I intersperse and suspend at significant junctures. The beastcores are sprinkled here and there, facilitating flow patterns.

Then I make a rotating circle of mana crystal, similar to the one still hanging above Tree. In fact, I make it exactly similar. Tree was born from my qi, so the ghost of my fingerprints still covers every fibre of that being. I form a circle under my feet, a copy of the one gathering qi on top of the Tower Dungeon. I add another circle, this one a copy of the mana gathering array I made with my own blood. I force all three circles to be the same. I feel the qi seeping through the bonded circles as it starts to whirl around me, syphoning the Tower circle as if I were next to the dungeon.

I have been moving slowly upwards, gaining altitude. The complex mess of stuff now surrounding me has started to influence the mana in the air for a couple of kilometres around, regardless of my instructions. Adding my will to the entire mess causes the range of influence to skyrocket to tens of kilometres, then hundreds, then thousands.

Then I pull.

I open my mouth and set the machine in motion. Gathered qi starts to fight with the gathering mana, forcing it together. The freshly formed qi is then split, half going back into the process, the other half entering my mouth. I guide it towards both my cores, causing the little space inside my cores not occupied by solid qi to swirl with liquid power.

I gather the elements, forcing discrete energies into a neutral whole. I gather the power gathered by Tree. I gather the qi generated by the Tower Dungeon. I swallow it all.

The skulls are the focal points of the mana-gathering system. The mana crystals extend their range. Tree helps me turn the qi into mine. Tower gives me reserves to tap from. I take it all.

CRRIIIPPNNCCHH

I ignore the pain as both my cores collapse for the third time. Third crunch is achieved. I breathe out all the liquid qi in my body. I squeeze. The liquid starts to collapse into a solid, but I refuse to let it settle. I refuse to let it become stagnant crystal. The liquid turns into a slurry as I will it to compress.

All my mind is now available to me. Instead of ascending, I use all of it to control the process. The liquid is fighting back, fighting with me to either crystallise or expand back to its less dense fluidity it was before. I grin and inhale. A bucket’s worth of liquid, holding more energy than an atomic bomb, rushes inside my body.

I divide the stuff, sending it to both my cores again. Time loses its meaning as the super state of liquid qi affects my mind. It fights me on levels other than physical power, wanting to take an intent. I refuse. I even refuse to let it take a refusing intent. Pure neutral. Then let that neutrality fall away, achieving true emptiness.

Emptiness is the ultimate canvas, after all. No better starting point. No state has more potential. I even let the emptiness fall away.

Emptiness without emptiness is true emptiness or some such nonsense.


⁂
 

My previous cultivation base was built upon knowledge. I turned my fully formed solid core into a single letter upon entering the foundation realm. That was the way I took the first step on my Dao back then. Doubling my power gave me another letter. After a while, I got a word. An ever-changing word that contained all that I knew, learned, studied and understood.

Then I achieved a sentence. A paragraph came after that. Then a page, a chapter, a book. Utilising my cultivation was as simple and complex as telling a story. Expanding my power was as simple and complex as writing a paper. My ‘shouting at qi’ technique is a very simple application of this concept.

Then the book became two books. Then a row, a shelf, an entire library. I made an entire planet filled with libraries; an entire solar system filled with metaphorical knowledge. Every high-level cultivation technique works this way. An ever-expanding cycle of reinforcement and growth.

The cultivation world deemed it necessary to add several layers of made up mysticism into the mix, restricting possibilities even further. Complex structures of stories, legends and legacies, cultivators pieced together Frankenstein-ian cultivation bases made from bits and pieces gathered here and there.

Instead of a continuous curve, the process was then further interrupted and muddled by several stages such as spirit severing, nascent soul creating, Dao seeking and more esoteric terms. And when they got stuck on a certain level, instead of looking within and finding the cause, they cut away parts of themselves. The cultivation process then could continue at the cost of becoming a lesser person.

So, what is the opposite of this process? I gave this a lot of thought over the past three weeks. Why would I put borders around myself? It is useful to have pre-defined structures in place, channels through which to guide your own power. I have come to the conclusion that I do not want that. I want to remain as free and untethered as I was on the day of my birth.

A child is a blank slate, filled with endless potential. This then gets hemmed in by the place of birth, the manner in which the child is raised, the language, culture and way of life imparted. Each lesson is both a tool and a chain.

This might be an unhealthy way of looking at life. And it might not be suited for everyone. Some people need solid structures to build their life upon. I did that two times already, both on earth and in the cultivation world. Now it’s time for something different.


⁂
 

“What’s he doing?” Bord is the first to speak after what feels like hours of silence. The entire lightshow had everyone looking up with awe on their faces until now. Teach is hovering far above, surrounded by a whirlwind of glowing items and lights, surrounded by a whirlwind that is slowly shrouding his figure.

“Building a foundation. Spank my butt and call me Nan… Got it! HAHAHA, YOU SHITHEAD! I GOT IT!”

All gazes land on Re-Haan for a moment. She looks mortified for a split second, and looks away while fidgeting, even going so far as to tap her foot nervously under the collective judging gazes. She coughs lightly. “Ignore that, it’s just an inside joke between me and Drew.”

Doubtful gazes tear away from the dragoness and focus back upwards. Ket speaks up next. “Does he need to inform the entire world about this, though?”

“He’s sucking up mana!” Ares’s face twitches as she displays an entire spectrum of emotions in short succession. 

“Don’t worry. He won’t take more than a few percents.”

“Re, a few percents of what?” Asks Tess.

“A few percents of the planet’s mana. His two cores need a lot of qi.”

“TWO CORES?” Ares, Ket and Selis now stare at the dragoness with wide eyes.

Re-Haan looks away shiftily. “Oh, he never told you? I will shut up now. Don’t ask me any more questions.”

“This explains his strength!” Selis exclaimed in realisation. “He must have a heart-and a braincore!”

Ket nods in agreement. “No way he is that strong with just a braincore. He might want to hurry up though. Something is coming this way.” He then walks over to the steering wheel and pushes a button. The sight of Teach gets blurred by the stealth field shimmering into place around the ship.

“How long is this munch munch going to take?” Bord does not even stop chewing while posing this question.

They collectively shrug their shoulders. Vox takes out a piece of jade and frowns. “Can’t access the server for some reason.”

Ares puts a head-sized piece of jade against her forehead. “Ket, we didn’t copy that bit. Or I can’t find it.”

“I’ll be mutating grass again. Don’t bother me.” Angeta stomps away from the sight with an angry look on her face.

The rest keep staring upwards for quite a while. The black dots on the horizon slowly grow into bigger shapes until they turn out to be dragons. An entire flock of winged lizards. Re-Haan looks at them briefly, a weird look on her face.

Then the entire world is white for a single instance, and the shining spectacle above their heads is gone. It takes the group a while before they come back to their senses.

“What just happened?”

“Uhm, I think it had something to do with Teach?”

“Oooh, dragons!”

“Wow, that’s a lot of dragons.”

“Why are they here?”

“Good thing the stealth field is on!”

The group discusses a bit more, unable to come to a conclusion. They all seem oddly uncertain about what they all were doing just a while ago. They mill around for a bit until someone pulls out some food. They then all decide that eating is a good idea. Minutes later, the entire group is happily eating away at a food-laden table.









Chapter forty-five

[bookmark: _Toc5718786][bookmark: _Toc16934467]Space 

S PAAACE!

SPACEPSSPACSPACE I AM IN FUCKING SPAAAAAAAAAAAAAACE!

Excuse me for freaking out. I am slightly hyper right now because I AM IN SPACE.

ASGAHSGD, SPAAACE!


⁂
 

Fifteen minutes of spinning and tumbling in zero gravity later, I calm down a bit. I look around, one half of my view is occupied by a planet. A crescent of blue atmosphere frames green, blue, and yellow ridges. And what a shade of blue it is. I once read an article about astronauts being unable to describe the shade of blue that surrounds a planet. The man in question said that photos just don’t do it justice. I totally agree.

The other half is near empty blackness. The sun is somewhere off to the left, and I see a partial moon to the right. The stars are outshone by both the sun and the moon, letting me only glimpse a twinkle here and there.

I am in fucking space! For the first time in my three lives, I’m in space. Turning my back to the planet and sun allows me to see the starscape. A band of white paints the galaxy around me in a milky streak. Absolutely breath-taking.

I bask in the absolute silence, the gushing of my blood and pounding of my heart loud in my ears. I take a shallow breath of the air around me. The atmosphere at this altitude is non-existent. Only my newly gained wind affinity allows me to keep a bubble of the stuff around me without spending obscene amounts of qi.

I take a deep breath and compress the air into my lungs. I chuckle soundlessly. I thought that would be more qi-efficient, but I now have to increase the qi circulation under my skin to stop myself from freezing very slowly.

A lot of the radiation in deep space is being deflected by this planet’s magnetic field, but I’m still being bombarded by a broad spectrum of harmful radiation. I have… around five more minutes before the damage to my cells and DNA becomes a problem. Let’s get to work.

I turn towards the planet. A massive ocean is below me. I see the vague outlines of the human and beastkin kingdoms contrasted against the sea. Squinting, I see the mage islands, no longer a symmetrical formation now that Darkness Island has gone the way of the dodo. From up here the artificial nature of the islands is even more apparent.

Tower, Triangle and the round Mana dungeon are just big enough for me to make them out. I do need to enhance my eyes quite a bit, layering a sheet of qi across my retina to even catch a glimpse of them. I see some more odd shapes jutting from the landscape here and there. A massive yellow cube is poking up from the desert to the south of the lands I have explored so far, and I spot an elongated spike to the east of the beastkin countries. A massive sphere is surrounded by dark lands further south. I think I spot something oddly spiky to the north, but the sheer density of the atmosphere at that shallow angle rob me of a clear view.

The opposite side of the ocean is another story altogether. I feel an odd shiver every time I look at those colourful lands. Streaks of non-natural colours like pink, neon green, red and purple are just as prevalent as the normal greens and browns. I will have to investigate whether that’s because the lands are those odd colours or because of some other reason.

I flash some emotions, and an entirely different sight greets my eyes. The areas around the dungeons are slightly brighter, indicating elevated levels of mana. The mage islands flare brightly with their respective mana types. The opposite continent is a patchwork of dense mana.

The longer I look at that continent, the more oddities I notice. I can’t spot any dungeons over there, but the lands are rather weird. I see an elevated swath of land, but instead of the mountain ranges one would expect, it’s a bulging sort of hills. They seem to be tens of kilometres high. The atmosphere also bulges weirdly over there, as if the rising lands also push the air upwards, gravity be damned.

I have not found any information about that continent anywhere, which seems odd. The dragons know there is land there, but the lack of data indicates a lack of knowledge or interest from Rhea’s kin. Next destination found and locked in!

I look towards the south pole, but I’m not high enough to get a proper look at any possible ice caps. To be honest, it took quite a bit of effort to get this high in the first place.

The concept of ‘will’ comes into play at the foundation realm. Normal cultivators barely have a sliver of the stuff when they enter the foundation realm, but my cultivation path is anything but normal.

A single person possessing such a massive amount of power has an effect on the world, allowing the wielder to force things to change with only their mind. I am using my will to remain floating here, regardless of gravity. I used my wind affinity to build up speed, but holding myself up here is starting to become draining. The initial power boost I got from levelling up a realm is reaching its limit.

I glance at the moon. I want to go there and build a moon base, but my current Will is insufficient for extended spaceflight.

I look at the planet’s surface for a bit longer, filling in my mental map piece by piece. I can’t help but grin, even as I feel my DNA being bombarded by the lower spectrum of radiation.

FTHUMK

Wow, what was that?

I look down and see a long streak of red mist.

Ow, this is weird. Why is there a hole in my stomach? Why are all my alarm and detection processes going wild? I blink a couple of times. I can’t feel my legs. Ah, there comes combat mode.

Assess. Scanning maximum range. Vacuum hampers scanning range. Switch to passive. Sense radiation. Sources of infrared detected. Speeds … fast. Orbital? Meteoroids? Start mapping. Ordered orbits. Not natural. Satellites are of artificial nature. No radiation in visible spectrum. Stealth satellites.

Detecting projectile. Will air upwards, use as reaction mass. Spot flare of projectile burning up in atmosphere. Passed mere metres above own head.

Damage report. Spine severed; entire lumbar curve is gone. Dantian attack. Lost ninety percent of small intestines. Remaining ten percent is freezing. Massive damage to stomach area.

Preliminary conclusion; cultivator killer. Why delay? Stealth satellite with nearly undetectable projectiles.

Possibility of reaching ground safely is low. Unsteady cultivation base due to recent breakthrough combined with severely compromised body limits possibilities. Enter Tree? Medallion will survive re-entry. Enter Tree.


⁂
 

A bearded man flops down on a grassy field. The lights of a smattering of small suns filter through the leaves of a massive tree. Blood spews from his mangled midsection as he lies in the grass, unmoving.


⁂
 

A hand holding a fork freezes halfway to Re-Haan’s mouth. A lonely ship is bobbing on a silent ocean as dragons circle overhead. A group of people is sitting around a table on the deck, eating and chatting. The tallest female sitting at the head of the table turns pale as she opens her mouth a couple of times. She then snaps her gaze upwards, searching the sky.

“Drew…”

The animated chatter and eating noises immediately disappear.

“Teach…”

“He was breaking through.”

“Why are we eating like this?”

“Something doesn’t feel right.”

Multiple eyes now search the sky. A chair scrapes across the deck and falls backwards as Re-Haan stands, brows furrowed. All eight figures stand and anxiously peer upwards.

“I was wondering why there were so many dragons here.” Ket rubs his forehead as he closes his eyes.

“Re, where are you-” The question Tess was directing towards the dragoness halts halfway in her throat. Rhea jumps upwards, cracking the deck under her feet. A fierce gust accompanies the jumping female as she soars into the sky.

Ket then looks at a smallish girl. “Sel, make lenses. Something is up there.”

Selis waves her hand a bit, causing a large glob of water to rise from the sea. She stares at the water as the water becomes crystal clear. Murky salt crystals drop on the wooden deck as she starts shaping a series of large biconvex lenses.

“Someone steer the ship away from here. Re-Haan didn’t employ a stealth shield, and those dragons will discover us at this rate.”

Vox runs to the steering wheel and starts frantically pressing buttons. Rows of oars splash in the sea and start rowing at top speed. The entire ship shudders as it starts moving.

Ares speaks up next. “Selis, go calm our wake. I can bend the light just as well. Ket, where should I look?”

Water washes away the salt as Selis runs to the stern. Ares starts glowing slightly as the air above her starts to warp and fracture.

“Follow Re.” Ket stands next to Ares as the rest gathers around, looking upwards through the warped air.

“What is that pink streak?” Bord points a chubby finger to the side of where everyone is looking at.

“What pink streak?” asks Angeta.

“Over there! Just look really hard.”

The wrapped air shifts and a slight haze of pink becomes visible. Bord’s finger shifts slightly. “Something is falling over there.”

“I can’t see it.” Ares frowns as the distortion shifts minutely.

“There are triangles in your eyes. Look with those.” Everyone glances at Bord for a split second before looking up again.

“Nope, can’t see it either. Oh, there is Re-Haan.” Ket narrates as they all see a streak of white shooting upwards. They see a small winged form, covered in an azure glow, streaks of fog condensing in trails behind her.

“Did she just eat something?” asks Tess.

“Oh, she is gone,” notes Angeta.

“Ah, she caught and entered Tree.” Spectacle over, Bord saunters over to the food-laden table and starts snacking.

“What happened? Tree?” Ket is looking somewhat confused now.

Bord shrugs while licking a plate clean. “The Tree necklace Teach is always wearing was falling from up really high. Re-Haan caught it and entered.”

“Is it still falling?” Ket is now standing very close to Bord, who slowly backs away.

“Uhm, yeah. Over there.” He points a finger without looking while picking up a sausage.

“Where will it land?” Vox raises his voice unnecessary to be heard over the splashing of oars.

“There.” Bord shifts his finger to somewhere on the horizon as he starts chewing on a piece of vegetable.

“How do you know this!” Ket seems about to freak out now.

“Just triangulate it, duh…” Bord looks at the black-haired boy with a hint of pity in his eyes while chewing.

“Fffff. You and your fucking triangles!” Hands in his hair, Ket jumps towards the crow’s nest and starts looking towards where Bord pointed.

“INCOMING! SWITCHING TO SHIELD!” shouts Vox.


⁂
 

Dragons circle across an undisturbed piece of ocean. A single light purple specimen dives down. Opening its mouth, a stream of compressed air shoots towards the empty sea. Moments before impact, a ship springs into visibility. The devastating gust of wind shears around a spherical field that sprung up milliseconds before, churning the sea around it into fine droplets.

“Of course the wind dragon heard us, you retards!”

“Bord, come here and wear this armour!”

“Evasive actions, hard ri… starboard!”

“Stupid humans, stupid dragons! Eat plants!”

Various voices echo across the water, catching the attention of every single flying lizard. Globs of water, strings of seaweed and beams of light start flying upwards, greeting the diving dragons.

“Why chainmail? I can take them on, go away Ket, no!”

“Just wear it. It will be fine! Tess, help me put it on.”

“Alright, he is wearing it! What do we do now?”

A grey glow precedes a flying projectile which smacks into a diving red dragon at high speed. Cursing sounds can be heard as Bord tears the metal chainmail from his body, jumping from dragon to dragon as triangles play across his flab.

A white streak flies through the air, causing small sonic booms with each course correction, leaving paw-shaped indents in hard scales. The dragons get smacked to the side, one by one. Elemental breath attacks splash against the shield surrounding the ship, making the sea churn, freeze and boil at the same time.

Miles away, a black necklace is falling from high in the sky, racing towards the sea.









Chapter forty-six
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R ed faces scream at me. Blood splash-

“…IN DIE. DREW! WAK…”

That sneer. That incredible sneer. Those bored eyes devoid of-

“…INK I WON’T KICK THE SHI…”

And the pain. The pain that’s every… Not everywhere. Just my gut?

“…SHOLE YOU BETTER F…”

Wrong nightmare? Yeah, I think so. The shouting sounds oddly sexy though, that’s new.

“…TREE DON’T JUST STAND THERE DO…”

So not the beginning of my second childhood then. This is similar to the many times I got my cultivation base crippled. A small alarm goes off somewhere, and I feel my arm shoot out as it catches something.

I crack open an eye and am blinded by the intense golden glow everywhere. I feel like I am slowly being grated down into a fine paste and my legs and crotch are already a fine mush. My stomach is pure torture, and I feel nothing below my belly button.

Focusing on other sensations than the pain, I feel I am holding something soft but firm. Two solid rods surrounded by muscle and skin? An arm, I’m holding an arm. Why am I holding an arm?

Memories trickle back. Then I remember that I have qi. I summon it and swirl it through my head. I look at my surroundings and smile at a furious face.

“Hey, Rhea.”

She freezes as I try to sit up. Yep, that is not happening anytime soon. I separate a strand of augur from my brain and poke at my heartcore. It should still have compartments for each cell and fibre I lost. A bit of poking later and I have found a small section of the core that seems dull. I start prodding it a bit more and sense the lost connections. I can only detect a minuscule part of the core before my braincore is overloaded with sensory data, so I set up a process to rebuild my lost parts. It connects each new cell to the heartcore compartment as it regrows them.

“No need to worry, you should know that this happened to me a lot in the past, right?” I speak by channelling a stream of air past my vocal cords and into my lungs. No need to do more damage by breathing manually. I slowly let go of her hand as I feel my cells being rebuilt one by one. I really should do something about my organs though, they are… spilling.

Should I call my qi clone over? No, absorbing that amount of qi won’t do me a lot of good now. The step I took in cultivation power is a power increase of several factors. I absorbed absolutely massive amounts of mana in the last parts of my breakthrough. It all seems a bit far away though; I feel lightheaded for some reason. Concentrating is hard, even with braincore qi going through my head.

I start going through my processes one by one. One downside of automating a lot of functions is that prioritising them in a rigid system is not smart. One detecting danger, let’s say a dagger shooting towards my kidneys, could take up all my attention, causing me to miss the arrow being shot at me from far away. When shit goes down, I simply sort through all the alarms one by one in battle mode. All of my warning signals are going off now. I sort through dozens before I find the blood-loss alert. That might explain a lot, yeah.

I recall a scan of my body and overlay it on my current form. I am missing nearly all of my small intestines. My large intestine is cut in half. My bladder is shredded. My stomach muscles are just shreds of flesh, and I’m missing several vertebrae. Let’s patch everything up first.

I spin a fine web of qi threads, piercing through flesh where needed. I spend a bit of time calculating the best way to pull all the loose bits back together. Then I slowly tighten the threads.

There are various types of pain. Pinching your skin is a surface pain. Sure, it hurts and feels like sharp stinging, but it will go away soon. Breaking a bone causes a dull, throbbing pain that comes from deep within. I think it’s caused by the difference in nerve or tissue damage. What I am feeling is all of those combined and a whole lot of types of pain piled on top.

My various bits and pieces sliding back into place cause all of this and more. The wrongness of having my body hurt so drastically lessens a bit. I add a small clause to my healing process so that it fixes pain receptors and nerves last. Regrowing nerves on a burn victim is one of the worst torture techniques I have come across so far. I can bear pain but don’t enjoy it.

I start weaving a superficial skin to contain everything. I spread some qi around me and feel large volumes of blood seeping into the dirt. The waves of qi emanating from my lifeblood is noticeably elevating the energy levels inside this pocket dimension.

“Food.” I spare a bit of my focus to make a request. I will need large volumes of water and nutrients to regrow my lost organs without cannibalising myself. I thank all that is holy for the fact that cultivators digest food in a less messy way than mortals - less bacteria and poop, more disintegration into pure energy and useful biomolecules. Washing half-digested shit from my shredded flesh would not have been fun.

I sink my focus back into my flesh and start addressing the massive shockwave damage done to the rest of my body with meticulous patience and care.


⁂
 

Re-Haan’s mind is a mess. The usually ordered chaos of her mind-slaves obeying her absolute commands is now just chaos. Dragons never die. Dragons never grow old. Dragons never lose someone. They just sleep more. 

Bonding to a mortal is the dumbest, most retarded thing a dragon could do. There are no legends about a dragon and a mortal falling in love. No romantic stories about the star-crossed lovers fighting against the impossible odds. That would be like a human and an ant eloping, it’s just not feasible.

The fact that this man lying on the grass in front of her is a thousand years old saved her self-confidence in her mental capacities. Only after listening to the possibilities of becoming biologically immortal thanks to qi did she even consciously entertain the idea of a relationship with this… human.

And now this impossible human is lying here, face pale, turning a large circle of grass blood red.

And she has no idea how to handle it.

Like Tess before her, she was a textbook example of the stages of grief. Disbelief and denial set in when she observed the bloody mist and falling necklace when she peered through the complex construction of miniature air lenses she was using to scan the sky.

She ignored her kin circling the sky and shot towards the falling trinket at maximum speed. Transforming partially and using the air-intent qi in her braincore allowed her to fly faster than she ever thought possible. 

The rest was a blur until she landed in the clearing and saw this scene, dense qi waves of a different quality battering against her own cultivation base. A mass of golden threads hanging above the form, unable, unwilling, or uncertain to come closer.

She stood there for a split second, her brain stuck in her own version of combat mode. The semi-intelligent fragments of her mind went into overdrive as she lashed her mental whip. From her perspective, she stared at the bleeding form for hours. Enough to immediately switch into the anger phase when she snapped out of it.

So, she shouted for a bit. She raved at the stupid piece of shi… Then she wanted to hit him, to wake him somehow. Then he caught her strike, opened his eyes, smiled that really stupid grin and greeted her. His stomach started knitting itself back together as he grew paler still. Then a white skin covered the entire mess. A pale and half translucent shell containing spilling gut, its immaculate whiteness contrasted by the large amounts of blood covering everything.

He then croaked the word “food,” closed his eyes, and fell into a trance.

She tried to give him her own qi, but the rippling waves of power emanating from his body where enough to rebuff her attempts. So now she just sits there, in the middle of the bloody grass, looking at the frozen, white, and bearded face.

The shock to her mental faculties was so great that she went through the other stages anyway. She bargained a bit with herself, trying to undersell the impact this event had on her. She felt guilty for a bit, remembering the long story he had told her. He had done this multiple times, regrowing pieces of his body or repairing damage to the gut area after he was crippled for some reason. That bizarre culture of face and surface honour deemed being powerless worse than death. Something Drew had taken liberal advantage of when he had pissed off another sect or mighty figure.

After the small bout of depression came acceptance. To be honest, right now she is kind of annoyed with herself. She decides to do as he asked and walks away, blood dripping from her clothes. She returns not a minute later with food and drink and feeds him slowly as colour creeps back into his pale skin.


⁂
 

I feel some sort of goop slide in my mouth. I am busy with stretching strands of spinal fibre down to my pelvis, so I swallow in a distracted manner. The damage to my cells, in general, is not helping either. I’m spending a large portion of my will on fixing my damaged DNA. Crunchy bits scape against my throat in an odd manner, so I spare some of my focus to sense what is going on.

Rhea is not near me. Who the fuck is feeding me?

HURK “TREE WHAT THE F-” COUGHCOUGH

I slump back from the sudden jolt of pain as the brittle bones I managed to form shatter under wild muscle contractions. I let my head fall to the side, forcing the brown goop to dribble out of my mouth. Why would Tree think it was a good idea to start feeding me random stuff?

“Tree, what are-” I spit out some more bits. “-you doing?”

The golden glow around me recedes as the flowing mass of crushed bits falls to the ground. I hear some un-ladylike snorting coming from my right. Turning my head, I see Rhea trying to keep her laughter in. I glare at the woman while spitting more crushed insect paste on the grass.

She drops the food she is carrying and starts pounding the ground in laughter. The shock waves coming from her fists jolt the outline of organs I have made in my stomach cavity. I reinforce and freeze them, temporarily pausing the growing process. “I’m glad you are having fun.”

One hand clutches her stomach while the other wipes away the tears streaming from her face. “Hehe. Tree must…” She takes a deep breath while trying to get her giggles under control. “Tree must have seen me feeding you. It was just trying to he-” And there she goes again, rolling on the floor with laughter.

Emotional outbursts like these are to be expected, I guess. I was pretty out of it, but Rhea seemed pretty strung up when I came to and stopped myself from bleeding out.

I take stock of the progress I’ve made so far. My organs, muscles, skin, vertebrae, and connective tissue are all laid out in thin strands of their respective cell types. It’s like a hollow paper model filled with blood and organic goop. The paused processes were slowly filling in the missing parts before I brought them to a halt. “I lost track; how much time has passed?”

“Teeheee, half an hour, or so.”

I spit out the last part of bug shell while letting my healing processes continue. “How are they doing outside? I saw some dragons going towards the ship?”

“The ship’s shield alone will hold for days. Don’t worry about them, oh mighty eater of bugs and layer of dragons.”

I try to think of a retort, but nothing good comes to mind. I did just eat bugs, and I did lay a dragon…

She starts spooning a thick soup inside my mouth. I taste something like fish while my pain receptors and taste buds flare both hot and cold. This is… I swallow quickly. “Lava ice chilli!”

Her smile is just as wide as my grin. “Great recipe. Tree brought me the ingredients. It should have the perfect combination of protein and chemicals to help you regrow your wounds. Also, fuck me up the ass.”

The spoon freezes halfway to my mouth. I stretch my tongue and start licking up the delicious meal, enjoying every little taste I get.

“I DESTROYED THAT PROCESS!” Her hands fly to her head, as she closes her eyes.

“You destroyed one process.” I decide to take fate into my own hands and mentally lift the bowl of thick soupy stew. Lava and ice chili con pesce. Absolutely delicious!


⁂
 

Ten minutes later, Rhea is still combing through her own brain for the many, many surprises I left for her there. Sweat has started to form in beads on my face as I rethink my life’s choices. That spicy stew was delicious, I admit. The large volume of qi-enhanced capsaicin now floating around in my still raw wounds is a little less so.

Normally, I could disintegrate that pain-inducing compound without much trouble, but I can’t spare that much thinking power without setting back my progress a lot. I also can’t shut off the still functioning nerve signals; I need to feel if my repairs are going well.

I will have to compromise for once.

“I will not activate any processes in your mind for a day if you help me get rid of the chili oil in my wounds.”

She looks at me for a long time as I start sweating more and more. “Make it two days, and teach me how to send an implanted process into hiding. Ket and Selis find every process I put in their heads.”

“Not Ares?”

She smirks evilly now. “She is soooo much fun to mess with.”

“One day and a starting guide on stealth processes.”

“Deal.”

I allow her qi to seep into my stomach and feel the pain lessening. She drops a piece of jade on my forehead while giving me a meaningful look. I load the stone up with a wide variety of mental viruses. These little buggers will swarm her mental space the moment she puts it to her forehead. They won’t do any harm but will allow me backdoors into her mind for years to come.

Ah, nearly forgot. I also put ‘messing with someone’s mind for dummies’ in there. She snatches the stone and puts it to her forehead. I feel the new processes slip through her mental defences as she focuses on the information.

One by one, the old stealth processes I put in her head start vanishing as she learns what to look for. 

Meanwhile, I send my new batch of surprises into hiding.









Chapter forty-seven
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“A ND STAY AWAY, YOU SCALED PUSSIES!!!” Roaring her lungs out, Angeta looks at the retreating group of dragons while throwing petrified strands of seaweed after them. Her frenzied motions slow down as the last winged lizard disappears from sight.

Bord saunters to the aft deck of the ship and pats the exhausted beastgirl on the shoulder. “You can regrow your tail again. Don’t worry.”

Angeta’s fist snaps back, stopping only centimetres in front of Bord’s face. The green flames of fury in her pupils dim a little as she slumps down and starts caressing the small stump. “I KNOW I can grow it back. That’s not the fucking point, Bord.”

“Did you retract the qi from it?” Angeta turns pale under her fur when she hears Ket’s question. “I guess that’s a no, then.”

He rubs his eyes, his dark circles turning a single shade darker as the implications hit him. “We will need to tell Teach when he comes back. Not it!”

One by one, they all shout “Not it!” Ares looks around befuddled, realisation dawning much too late. She frantically looks around, searching for Rhea. Her face falls when she fails to find the dragoness.

“Anyone seriously injured still?” Vox looks around through half-lidded eyes. He touches the bleeding stump of Angeta’s tail, sealing the wound with small rays of light. Dodging the irritated beast woman’s swipe, he crawls to the middle of the deck and lies down. “So tired. Using all my qi is stupid… Wake me when… ZZzzz”

“This was stupid.” Bord nods frowning as he looks around. The draconic siege left much of the ship in tatters, the pristine hull and deck now once again marred with a wide variety of elemental damages. The deck has a large collection of indented footprints and cracks running through it, some planks are missing, and the railing is reduced to kindling here and there.

“Teach is gonna be pissed again.” Tess is rubbing her eyes as she slumps her shoulders.

“Lola, distract him while we tell him the bad news?” Selis holds a tired rabbit in the air, looking at it with big, blue, pleading eyes.

Meanwhile, Angeta keeps rubbing her butt and the deck. Her tail starts lengthening at an incredibly slow pace as the deck under her fingers mends itself back together even slower. She sighs deeply. “I can’t do much without changing my cultivation base, but I can keep us floating. What do we do now?”

“I’m not sure why, but I think it’s more likely that Teach and Re-Haan are that way. The numbers are higher in that direction.” Ket points to the side while frowning.

“Yeah, Teach, and Ré are over there.”

Ket throws a glance towards Bord and nods. He then turns the wheel, causing the limping ship to change direction.


⁂
 

I can move around again! I sit up while gingerly running a hand across my belly. My skin turns into a white, glossy sheet of qi in a roughly circular shape, the small starburst pattern a stark reminder that I was shot from the back. Beneath it, the outlines of muscles and organs are now solid enough not to tear apart when I move. The single-celled sheets have multiplied into a rough network, keeping everything together. My stomach is about as sturdy as a normal human’s now.

Fully healed, it should be the same sturdiness as an Abrams tank composite armour. The planetary defence system sure did a number on me. My suspicions about this planet being someone’s pet project have been pretty much confirmed. No normal planet has a dantian-crippling satellite railgun network, I’m pretty sure.

This planet’s theme seems to be a variation of the tried and true order versus chaos theme. I want to explore the other continent to confirm this.

Alright, enough introspective mumbling. Let’s see how the world is doing. I spread my senses through the portal in Tree and feel a heavy pressure. I snake strands of qi through into the real world and make a rough scan.

Bottom of the ocean, about three hundred metres deep? That’s pretty shallow. I guess this is some sort of plateau. I confirm what my collection of contracts told me, my students are up top, right above us.

I open my eyes and stare into a beautiful pair of pale grey irises. I can’t help but smile a bit. “Good morning?”

I hurriedly intercept the casual fist send my way. “No hitting, please. You would undo all the healing. Please express your complaints verbally for now.”

Her pale orbs narrow in suspicion. They then travel to my torn clothes, the redness still clinging to tatters of black silk and white undershirt. I run a hand over my vest and frown. The simple undershirt I am wearing was capable of stopping pre-ascension level attacks. That satellite tore through it with ease.

I turn my gaze back upwards and see Rhea thinking. She then turns the first into an open hand. I quirk an eyebrow at the gesture.

“Your students have rings. Does this mighty dragon not deserve one?”

My mind stops for a bit. This… I did not consider at all. “Ah… Uhm. I’m sorry.”

I pull a few materials out of my ring. I pause my healing for a bit and do in a single second what used to take me half an hour before reaching the foundation realm, making a spatial ring.

A small Tree of silver inlaid on an intricate woven band of gold and black metal drops into my hand. The forest around us settles down from the massive surge of qi I packed in there. Rhea’s hair settles back down from the small cyclone my forceful crafting caused, and I hand it over.

“I’m pretty shit at expressing emotions, but… thanks.” I look away a bit. Vulnerabilities are so embarrassing. I put the few feelings I’m sure about in the words as I speak them, not quite love, but an intense happiness and gratefulness that she exists, and is willing to put up with me.

She looks frozen like a deer in the headlights. I grin at her. How could I forget that this lady is a narcoleptic dragon with very little social experiences? We might be a better match than I thought, after all.

I kiss her. I then have to remind her several times to be careful with my still-healing stomach as we roll around in the grass.


⁂
 

“RAARG, TEACH! WHERE ARE YOU???” Angeta rages for a bit, undoing much of her progress as she claws the deck in frustration.

“HWA? Not the whip, Teach. Ket, noooo…” Blurry eyes open wide, Vox jolts upright at the sudden ruckus.

Ket shivers a bit as he casts another fishing line into the calm sea. Selis is kicking her feet as they dangle over the back of the boat, also fishing. Bord causes a small explosion as he flicks a booger into the sea. Tess hangs in the ropes hung around the mast like a cat.

“How long have I slept?” Bord answers the still sleepy Vox by pointing at the sky. “Sun was over there.”

“That’s half of half a day! Are we sure that Teach and Re-Haan are below us?” Vox closes his eyes again, answering his own question shortly after. “Yep, Teach is below. I don’t know how I know, but I feel it.”

“Contract,” Ket mumbles as he pulls on his line, hauling in a misshapen tuna. He looks at the large teeth jutting randomly out of the fish with suspicion. “Tess, Sel, was this nature and water?”

“Yeah, guess which one was dark and bright?” Selis looks at him as she asks the question with pride in her voice, one hand casually petting a bundle of white fluff.

“Bright water, dark nature?”

“Yep!”

“Can’t eat this, then. Dark nature mana makes fish taste like leather.”

The fish sails back into the sea. “Ah, Teach is finally comi-”

A black item burst from the water, crashing onto the deck with splintering force. Two forms pop out onto the deck immediately. “What’s up, my students! I am back!”

“Thank all that is holy, let me in!” Angeta sprints towards the necklace and disappears.

“What’s up her butt?” Re-Haan asks.

Teach blinks a couple of times as his gaze focusses inside the necklace. “Too much, you don’t want to know. Do you all know that circulating qi through your stomach disintegrates the food entirely, leaving no residue that needs to be… excreted?”

Blanks stares greet him. “Hmm, maybe leaving all the learning to Database self-study is not that smart, after all. Alright, Ket! Set sail towards that direction.” He points towards a seemingly random point on the horizon. “First we will fix the ship. Then I will be truthful to my title and teach a bit. Then we’ll start a sect!”

The entire group visible cringes at the pose the bearded man is in, finger dramatically pointing towards the sky.

“Speaking of the ship, why can’t I leave you little shits alone without ruining the Ascent! You guys blamed mages the first time, who did all this damage? Dragons?”

Absolute silence reigns supreme for half a minute.

Ket’s reply comes in a measured pace. “The majority of the structural damage came from you smacking the necklace onto the deck. All of this is superficial and cosmetic damage. That impact cracked twenty percent of the structural beams.”

Teach looks down, frowns and shrugs as Re-Haan tries very hard not to burst into giggles. 


⁂
 

Large couches, comfortable chairs and a table filled with food are placed on a pristine ship’s deck. Eight people are sitting and laying in various stages of relaxation as a wide variety of snacks is consumed.

“Circulating qi through my stomach makes me hungry.” Bord frowns while putting another handful of nuts into his mouth.

“Guide it through your stomach into your intestines. I have a process running that generates a slow current through my small and large intestine. I have found that disintegrating the food inside your stomach is less efficient.” I reply.

Angeta’s ears are a faint shade of red. I’m unsure whether that’s from anger or embarrassment. “So, all that squatting I did in the woods…”

“Enriched Tree’s ecosystem, I am sure. You’re not required to do the qi-assisted digestion though. Just make sure that your digestive tract is largely empty before fighting. Cleaning a gut wound that’s contaminated with faeces is a nightmare.” I rub my still healing stomach through my new shirt.

“When can we reach foundation realm? I could measure your power somewhat previously. Now you are just a blank slate to my senses.” Ket has been staring at me with his full focus the moment Rhea and I re-joined the students. I don’t even have to consciously rebuff his scanning attempts; his level of qi control is unable to get through my skin.

“When you want to. The only limiting factor here is the amount of qi available to us. My step into foundation took an enormous amount of qi.” I pause for a moment to run some calculations. “All of the qi inside Tree and all of yours together is a tenth of what I possess currently.”

The group looks at each other for a bit as I let that sink in. Ket rubs his forehead and Selis has her eyes closed as they both run the numbers. Rhea is nodding to herself.

“No wonder the dragons came,” Ket mumbles to himself.

“Yeah, even with a full set of dark and light mana pairs, that still required an enormous amount of energy. A third of the planet noticed?” Selis looks at Ket as water swirls through her hair.

“Four-thirteenths of the planet must have noticed a mana shift. That’s insane…” Ket is looking at me with a weird expression on his face.

“And that covers Flight Mountain. How many dragons came? And when will Tree be big enough to support a normal foundation realm? Sucking the planet dry of mana will have all sorts of consequences.” Rhea is now rubbing her temples also.

“A couple of dozen? I was too busy keeping all of you alive to count them.” Vox still looks a bit tired.

I feel some tapping on my shoulder. I turn my head and see Lola shifting. Is she tapping out a number? “Forty-Five?” She headbutts me. “Fifty-Four?” She stomps a single time. I put her on my chest and start rubbing her belly.

I turn my head to the dragoness sitting beside me. “And Rhea, half a year before Tree has enough qi to allow that, I think. I made the dark mana excess worse by half a percent by absorbing equal parts light and dark. I think it’s time to wake up the frozen squatters on my moon and start a qi school. It’s also time for you guys to start earning your keep.”

I smile at my students. They all shiver for some reason.

“Drew, why would you start a sect of your own?” Rhea asks me a question.

“Call me Teach. And it’s not a sect. It’s a school, totally diff-”

A faint wave of dread boots me into combat mode.

A shiver of my soul. Coming from where? Coming from ahead. Coming from second continent. Energy signature feels dreadful. Same feeling in pit of stomach as I felt in space when looking at the continent. 

Reason? Effect? Unknown. Nothing positive.

Observe students and Rhea. Glassy eyes. Already fading. No reaction. Temporary memory loss?

“Huh, Teach, why did you stop ta-” I interrupt Tess and stand up. That was bad, a wave of something very bad just washed over us and no one but me felt it. How long has this been going on? How long have my students been subjected to something that feels this bad?

“Get inside of Tree now.” I hold up the necklace as I suffuse my seriousness into my voice. My heartcore-boosted vocal cords imprint my command upon everyone here. They all look confused but follow my command.

“Something bad; I will be right there.” I look at Rhea, who is the last to disappear inside Tree. Just in time for a stronger wave to wash over me, rattling my soul.









Chapter forty-eight
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I ‘m sitting cross-legged on the prow of my ship. I have my eyes closed. All my non-essential processes are on hold. I’ve paused my healing and set my scanning suite to its minimum functionality mode.

The final ripples of something I can barely sense are buffering me. They originate from the mysterious continent on the opposite side of this massive ocean. They are freaking me the fuck out.

Something is fucking with my soul, and I don’t like it one bit.

I take another breath, calming my rising temper. A blast of energy careens through me again, barely perceptible. I have felt it quite a few times now, enough to notice the phenomenon gaining strength the closer I get to that place. It’s also quite fast. Faster than the speed of sound through air by multiple folds, but nowhere near the lightspeed of radio waves.

It reminds me of qi radiation. Concentrated quantities of qi generate a tertiary effect comparable to something like neutrinos, an extremely low-power type of radiation that barely interacts with the material world. Maybe mana does the same because this feels similar but different.

I really want to know what is happening and I am starting to recognise a pattern. Milliseconds before impact I dedicate the maximum safe amount of brain space to my consciousness while swirling qi through my brain.

My senses grow dull and old as time speeds up. My mind expands, and I become instantly bored, really bored. All my inputs have slowed down to a crawl, and I have a lot of thinking space left over. Immediately my thoughts start to wander to da-

HHHuummbbRRtggrrrRRGbrrWUWUWU

Oowww, my head hurts now. The impact that normally only slightly jolted my soul now rattles my brain around inside my head. Higher perception means a higher vulnerability, it seems. Whatever was just broadcast straight into my brain… very disturbing.

I look at the recorded message and lose concentration. What was I just doing? Aw shit, did I mess up again? I really need to stop doing stupid stuff like this. Sense an unknown soul-stirring pulse from somewhere up ahead? Sure, open yourself up to it to the max, that can’t do any harm, right? Invite that psychic spyware right in, open door and arrows pointing the way.

I weave a quick spell to secure my Tree necklace to the ship before popping inside the pocket dimension. I wave Ket away and spend some time calming down my roiling thoughts and soul.
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“BORD, COME HERE FOR A SEC!”

“Whaddup Ket?”

“You didn’t sense anything? Teach acted like he detected something. He went through his full suite of pre-programmed facial muscle contractions.”

Bord shakes his jowls in denial. Ares pokes Ket in the side. “Full suite?”

Ket’s face is serious as he nods. “Hmm, he has this act that he does when he is surprised or wants us to believe he is surprised. First, he freezes for a second, then both his eyebrows rise a fraction. That is all followed by a further rising of his right eyebrow and a perfectly even widening of both eyes. Then his left cheekbone to cheek muscle contracts followed by a tensing of his chewing muscles. This is then…”

Ket continues to drone off a complex series of highly detailed facial expressions. He stops when he notices that only Bord is standing near him, a vacant expression on his round face. Bord visibly shakes himself back to awareness after a few seconds of silence.

“Ah, you are done. That was very interesting.” Bord turns around and walks away and starts mumbling to himself. “I’m going to tell Selis that I didn’t walk away this time even though it was boring. I listened and complimented. This ekitet stuff is hard.”

Ket rubs his forehead for a bit. He then looks around and startles as he notices Teach sitting not far from him. He walks up to him, but the bearded man waves him off while keeping his eyes closed. Shrugging his shoulders, Ket walks off to the clean and angled piece of architecture that is his own small house.
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“Re-Haan, please tell him! He is seriously scary when angry.”

“I am not going to tell him you got your tail eaten, pathetic furball.”

“But… but he forbade us all from losing our qi. My tail contained enough qi to make a few new qi-gathering cultivators. And a dragon ate it.” Angeta shifts on her feet in a nervous manner, fidgeting with her fingers.

The dragoness thinks for a moment before grinning. “He lost enough qi to make tens of thousands of qi-gathering cultivators when he got wounded just now. He doesn’t seem bothered by that.”

“He got wounded? When did tha-”

“FUUUUCK. HOW DID I MISS THAT. GATHER ROUND EVERYONE!”

Wincing from the thundering volume, Re-Haan and Angeta walk out of the tree-shaped house they were chatting in. They, along with all the others, rush towards Teach who is standing in front of Tree as he frowns deeply.

“Ket, double check these numbers for me. Two kilotons of octo mana crystal turned to qi with a propagation rate of one point zero zero three per day, cumulative, spread in a pattern that disperses a third to the ground distributed over the next month, a third over the next decennia and a third reaching the sun in a couple of thousand years.”

Ket pales.

“So, it really is that bad?” Teach frowns again.

“A meteorite? Where?”

Teach rubs his stomach.

“Dantian then. But that’s so unlikely…” Ket waves a hand to Selis. She makes a finger pistol in his direction, followed by a splash of water that starts circling on top of Ket’s head. She adds more as steam starts to waft from the heating water.

“Getting hit by a meteorite in space is… The number has twelve zeros. The chance of then getting hit in the stomach has more than twenty. What direction?”

A small stick figure appears beside Teach. A slightly curved surface appears beneath the figure, continents and clouds just visible on its surface. A dotted line comes from the upper right, making its way over to the small human. Then another lines swoops in, nearly perpendicular to the surface of the planet, and smashes through the small bearded humanoid.

“Debris spray angle?” Ket asks as he stares at the animated drawing.

A small cone appears from the opposite side of the now falling stick figure. Other dotted lines miss the falling figure as they steak past.

“A year. The next beast hordes will contain qi animals. Ten years later they will all be cultivating animals. The third meteorite will hit the sun in twelve years.”

Teach raises a single eyebrow at that. “Why is that important?”

“The third meteor went through your spray. It will deliver an uncertain amount of qi straight into the sun.”

A single ripple of power emanates from Teach, leaving everyone breathless.

“Drew, what is happening?” Pale eyes stare at Teach as they take in the facial twitches partially hidden under a beard.

“Nothing I can’t fix. I will have to speed up my plans once again, it seems.” He takes a deep breath, visibly collecting himself.

“Good news first, I reached foundation realm, woohoo!” Puffs of smoke and confetti explode from behind the man who is standing in a triumphant pose. Glitter rains down as miniature fireworks explode around his head. 
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Why did that bloody celebration process go off now? I wave away the manifested festivities as I see no reaction from my unappreciative crowd.

Things are worse than they seem, it seems.

“Bad news is that we can’t leave this world without some proper defences. As Ket correctly estimated right now, this planet is protected by very dangerous weapons. They can’t hit us under this thick blanket of atmosphere, but we should make it a rule not to fly too high.”

Rhea, Selis, Ket and even Ares nod in comprehension. The gutcore and heartcore members of my troop are looking at me uncomprehendingly. A crash course of orbital armaments seems to be needed here.

“Very high up in the sky, far above the place where the air stops, are machines that throw stones. These stones are thrown fast enough to obliterate city walls and blast chunks out of mountains. The air around us gets in their way, so they can’t hit us here. That means that if you fly too high, they can hit you.”

Some form of comprehension is now visible on everyone’s face. Even Bord seems to get the gist of things.

“I went into space when I broke through to the foundation realm. One of those things hit me in the stomach. It blew apart a part of my spine and most of my intestines.” I lift my shirt to show them the large circle of artificial white skin around my belly button. “A gutcore cultivator would have died from that.”

I wait a bit to let that sink in. “This also means that my entire stomach section got blown to bits. A part of it is even now raining down on this planet, a part will keep floating through space for thousands of years, and a very small part of it is on its way to the sun. The qi poisoning that I have been trying to prevent is happening as we speak.”

Selis, Vox, Ares and Tess turn a shade paler. I make note of this fact. They must still have attachments to this world in some form or another.

“Which means I will be starting my school now.” I point my finger. I compress the space in front of it, letting it collapse into a spatial distortion with but a fraction of the effort it previously took. I point the finger of my other hand at the same spot and pull both hands apart. The one-dimensional rift now turns into an immeasurably thin streak as I force the singular point in a line. Linking it to the qi construct keeping the necklace to the mast, I force it open.

The bright line opens like an eyelid, giving us a glimpse of the deck and blue horizon. “I now have enough power to manipulate the second dimension. I will be setting up a limited form of a teleportation network to allow members of my school access anywhere in the world. The mission I will be giving out will focus on limiting the damage of the qi pollution happening and preparing this world for the shift from mana to qi.”

Tess raises a hand, and I nod at her. “What will be the school’s name and motto?”

“Arbeit m… Haha, no. That’s a bit too much, I think. Ligna Relaxantur. That’s the motto. As for a name for the school, I don’t like naming things. You guys come up with something.” I mentally smirk. Ligna Relaxantur. Trees are relaxed indeed.

I ignore the murmur of my students and look upwards at the bright moon orbiting this stretch of land. I have been thinking about this thing on and off for a thousand years. Let’s see if I can make this work.

And if I can’t make it work, well… I do intend to remain the most powerful being here, after all.
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F erah opens her crusty eyes with difficulty, rubbing the grit accumulated from a long slumber. She blinks as her pupils dilate while they adjust to the bright surroundings.

Then adrenaline starts bursting through her veins as she remembers what happened. Now wide awake, she panics a bit. All was fine and well until the town guard ran yelling through the main street of her small village. Then she saw horses ridden by pale skinned beings covered in glistening metal. Then she saw the wooden club in front of her face.

The next thing was a cart. Dirty wooden planks hiding the sun. Hiding the metal shackles. Hiding the slowly dying villagers she barely even recognised. Hiding the fact that her grandma was nowhere to be seen. Hiding her desperate sobs and tears.

Rough hands dragged her into the blinding sun as she barely registered a harbour and a boat. Then there was more waiting and barely any food in a dark hold.

Then there was a blue-haired girl? And a bearded man that seemed immense and not there at all.

And now there are clean sheets, a soft bed and white walls.

Absolutely confused, on edge, and clean for the first time in weeks, the small beastkin discovers that her chafed wrists are raw no more. Hunger overwhelms the girl as her sensitive nose picks up something delicious.

A small plate with simple food sitting on the square nightstand is pounced upon and swiftly devoured. Licking her fingers and feeling a bit better, the half-starved girl looks around the room.

Four white walls, a glowing sphere on the white ceiling and a cold dark grey stone floor make up the medium sized bedroom. The bed is white stone, a simple frame topped with the softest mattress she ever felt. Sinking her hands in the luxuriously dense fabric, she wonders if there is more food to be had.

Ah, no, that would be bad. She is starved enough that refeeding syndrome would be a problem.

That mystery solved, she pats the wrinkles out of the white, smooth sheets and turn—

She freezes, wondering what in all the tails refeeding syndrome is.

Ah, it’s just the effect of an overabundance of nutrition on a starved metabolic system. The sudden restart of the digestive system can fatally imbalance mineral levels in the blood.

AS IF THAT WOULD BE FINE! How the fur does she know this? Tail puffed up in panic, she jumps under the bed.

Ah, no, it’s just the small stone stuck to her forehead.

She hesitatingly feels above her eyebrows, finding a small and smooth object. As if touching the thing made it real, she suddenly realises the small amount of information stuck to her brain. She pulls it away, and the small repository of knowledge vanishes from her mind. Putting it back, it sticks to her fur-lined brows, and the few paragraphs of basic information return to her mind’s eye.

That is really freaky. The panic turns to intrigued anger as she explores the data held within the small stone.

Someone from Earth would recognise it as the very basics of education. It contains the basics of numbers, math and an alphabet. Some base knowledge about starvation and nutrition in combination with more primary school knowledge.

That all is capped off by the current situation. Kidnapped from the kidnappers. Unslaved. Freedom within bounds. A cage with a clear, demarcated path to outside. You may leave, but right now you can’t. So, try hard.

The combination of words, images and concepts held within those last sentences confuse the girl for a bit. Ears and tail twitching, she lies beneath the bed as she tries to comprehend what is going on. 

The surface meaning is clear to her. She was somehow freed, but not really. The last sentence eludes her though. Try hard? An open door? The feeling of a walkway and stairs going down, then a plaza?

Rubbing her slightly aching head, she crawls from under the bed and opens the door a single crack. She nervously slides her hand down her sides, only now noticing the white dress she is wearing instead of the dirty leathers and furs she had on before. Sniffing herself, she concludes that someone cleaned her.

Someone cleaned her and changed her clothes.

Now very wary and on the lookout for perverts, she tiptoes into the empty hallway. Quietly walking across the smooth, dark floor and past closed doors, her sensitive ears hear other people eating and making a fuss. One door shakes a bit as muffled screaming and thumping comes from behind it. The hall ends in a broad stairwell which she swiftly descends. Another hallway is ended by a bright light.

Blinking against the brightness once again, her bare feet feel soft grass and sturdy soil. Her eyes adjust slowly as she squints, trying to take in her surroundings.

A deep, dark blue sky is above, a smattering of small, bright suns off to the side shining light down upon the environment. Behind her is a stark white block without windows, grass that is way too green and way too short surrounding it. A white stone fence surrounds the field surrounding the massive building.

Is the fence curving? No, the entire field is slightly rounded. People are standing on a dais opposite the door she just exited. Eyes now adjusted fully, her jaw drops as she sees two mountains floating in the sky. A golden tree sticks up from between them, surrounded by a forest and hilly grasslands. The white and blue foam of water seems to swirl around the entire stretch of land, mountain and plant.

A gasp behind her shakes her from her reverie, making her spin about. More people are now exiting the large complex, all clad in simple, clean clothes. More shades of fur than she can count and a wide variety of skin and hair colours, the slow trickle of humanoids is anything but homogenous. All have a small stone on their forehead or clutched in their hands.

Ferah, in the meanwhile, has sidled up to the two people sitting on the raised dais. A bearded man is talking with a pale-haired woman.

“Those old fogies are not calming down at all. This will take hours at this rate.”

“You should learn from me and not fuss about a mere couple hundred years.”

“So, I should go to sleep now? That is your solution?”

“Tch, one of your… rescue cases is coming here. Why not just let the world turn to qi-fuelled chaos?”

“Point three percent of your kin would survive.”

An annoyed look flashes across the woman’s face at that. Sensitive ears twitching, Ferah is pretty sure she was not supposed to hear that conversation.

“Whatever. If those decrepit fossils don’t appreciate being rescued from a crystal fate, that’s their problem. Hey Valerius.” Peeking behind her, Ferah sees an older man in a brown robe staring at the surroundings with dull eyes. He looks at the bearded man with building animosity.

“Sorry about freezing you, but it was easier for me this way. You can start gardening whenever you want. That will be your garden.” The man is pointing at the floating island, now showing a portion of its rounded underside as it rotates far away.

Oh, no, we are rotating around it, Ferah realises as she mentally looks at the relevant information in the stone. The robed man shrugs and sits down on the soft grass, giving the small leaves all of his attention.

ah-KHUUGGMMMM

A cough, sounding larger than life, deposits the small beastkin on her butt as she falls backwards. The sudden gale rustles the grass as every single head snaps towards the bearded man.

“I see most of you have calmly gathered here. For the ones still inside, the room will not let you leave unless you are calm and composed.”

The man’s voice is not loud nor is it soft. Instead, it flows through the air without any resistance. Ferah has the feeling that she would hear him even where she leagues away.

“Each and every one of you, I took from a situation of imminent death or slavery. This means that I control your fates now. That’s a lot of effort though, so I give it back to you. You all can leave if you have the capability. In return for this, I expect you all to obey my rules as long as you are my guests.”

Ferah has a lot of things to say about that. She is no slave. She just got captured. Balling her fists and about to open her mouth, the man continues his rambling speech.

“I’m starting a school in which everyone can learn whatever you want. I have gathered a massive amount of information, data and skills and am not using it properly or efficiently. Instead, I’m curious what you all can do with it. You all can leave when you have shown sufficient mastery over the basic subjects. Everything but knowledge will be sealed or retrieved if you choose to leave.”

The woman pokes him in the side after the bearded man zones out for ten seconds.

“Huk, stop that. Then my rules. I have only three. The first one is; do not be an asshole. Don’t be a bad person. If you do something, first think to yourself, ‘Would a bad person do this?’ If the answer is yes, do not do that thing.”

Nodding to himself, the man continues.

“Secondly, do unto others as you would have them do unto you. Would you love it if someone gives you good food? Do that for someone else when you have a lot of good food. Don’t like getting robbed? Don’t rob. Don’t like getting punched in the face? Do not punch people in the face.

“Would you like to get a bag of gold out of nowhere? Give the bag of gold you have uselessly lying around in a vault to someone. Do you enjoy pain? Don’t go and hurt others, idiot. Get your head checked, what the fuck is wrong with you, liking pain? That is the exact opposite response that pain shou-”

The woman jabs an elbow in his side. The movement seems normal, but Ferah feels like a massive amount of force was used, somehow… The man rubs his side with a pained expression on his face while furiously whispering something to the woman. He coughs and continues.

“And finally, understand the why! Find out why you are all here! Why is that thing floating in the sky? Why are there a lot of small suns? Why are you all staring at me with such retarded expressions? Why would I, an incredibly powerful and handsome being, bother with rescuing what the world sees as useless people like you? Why is this planet such a dark mana infested shitshow?”

The man throws his hands in the air as his speech finally reaches its climax. “Not this planet, this is a pocket dimension of my own making, I mean the planet you all were born on.” Now pointing randomly towards the crowd, the man starts pacing back and forth on the small podium.

“Anyway, the piece of jade you all have contains the barest of essentials when it comes to knowledge. Master that and you will get access to the database in the core of this moon. Prove to it that you are worth expending energy for, and you might just be able to convince it to let you start cultivating.”

Tapping his foot on the dais, he now points down. Ferah barely pays attention to the rest of the incoherent speech as she delves the small stone for knowledge. She glanced at the number theory previously, but now she knows how to get out of here. She needs to get back and check on her grandma, after all.

“And I swear to god, if any of you are long lost princesses, abandoned young masters or recently betrayed main characters, never ever tell me and leave me alone. Okay, I think I have confused all of you enough for now. The database will be keeping tabs on all of you. I have a soul pulse thing to research.”

With that, the man jumps into the air. He looks down, floats for a bit and drops down. “You coming?” The woman has a few veins bulging on her forehead and seems to be gritting her teeth.

“Even I know that was utter crap. You know about crowd manipulation theory, why not use that?”

“That’s no fun at all. I want researchers and independent thinkers. Not a bunch of single-minded zealots.”

“And the fact that half of them have ears good enough to hear this conversation is also included in your calculations?”

The man dramatically puts a hand on his heart. “Ah, you wound me with your suspicion. Of course, this is all accounted for.” Ferah ignores the quick glance cast her way. She is too busy figuring out what the crooked cross thingy is supposed to do to numbers to pay attention to her surroundings.

The man and woman start floating in the air. Pretty soon, they are specks in the dark blue of space, moving towards the massive pancake of land surrounding an equally massive tree.


⁂
 

Re-Haan breaks the silence when they are halfway between the moon and Tree. “So, what spurred this on? Why can’t we go outside and why the sudden hurry?”

I have my reply ready, so I respond immediately. “Two main reasons. The involuntary redistribution of my midsection sped up the inevitable ascension of this world to a higher form of energy by hundreds, if not thousands of years. And secondly, the continent we are now sailing towards is spreading some sort of soul-mutating radiation.”

“Soul?”

“Yeah, messing with the soul connection is one of the few subjects that are truly dangerous, I think. Qi is controlled by our will alone, so what happens when that will can’t be applied properly?”

“Through ineptitude, incompetence or ignorance? The potential held within qi goes on a rampage?”

“Something like that. Higher amounts of energy mean bigger consequences when something goes wrong. Anyway, that is not really relevant right now. Your kin represents order. Steady, predictable growth over a long period of time. The other continent then should represent chaos. Wild and uncontrolled evolution and mutation.”

I see the beginning of understanding dawn in her eyes. “How can we use that as a training ground when that soul radiation is happening?”

I grin at her while we land on top of my castle. “That’s the best part. There is a lot of soul related research to do!”

Something truly new to develop after all this time of simply reiterating knowledge. This is going to be great!









Chapter fifty

[bookmark: _Toc5718791][bookmark: _Toc16934472]Instruction 

T he fact that the sun will be polluted by qi is freaking me out. I keep assigning a disproportionate amount of processes to simulations and predictive systems. Dyson sphere designs alternate with self-replicating space drones, all to find ways to keep the power of a qi-radiating sun contained.

Back in the cultivation world, I used to avoid looking at the sky too much. Especially at night. It was a well-known secret among all cultivators. Mortals didn’t have eyesight sufficient to spot them, but solid core and up cultivators rarely looked up when the sun was down. All to avoid seeing the planet-sized monstrosities roaming through the solar system.

An asteroid that gets bombarded by supernatural high energy solar radiation eventually develops some form of consciousness or intelligence. Rocks on the planet itself don’t develop in this manner because nature takes that spot. Any potential life-developing forms of qi are sucked up by random bacteria or fungi when no larger forms of life are near.

In the blackness of space, there is nothing to stop the development of gas-giant-sized Lovecraftian monstrosities.

And I might have condemned this entire planet to eventual ruin by introducing qi. This planet has no moons weaving a protective web against astral horrors. It will probably take a very, very long time before the first specks of space dust start to take independent actions, but that is still a responsibility I am not keen to have on my consciousness.

I could harness the power of the sun to speed up my construction effort by making qi-powered solar panels. A zero-gravity assembly line would be pretty useful, maybe start mining the moon and shoot raw materials into orbit? Harvesting the power of the sun would only give me efficient returns if the sun got a power-up. That would mean infecting the sun with more qi, forcing me to speed up my own efforts.

Recognising the vicious thought cycle for what it is, I forcefully terminate that line of thought. All of this is useless speculation anyway. I will need to get past the orbital defences first. The chance that those automated railguns are the only orbiting weapons is non-existent in my opinion. I am sure that they’re just the first line of defence.

A small line of qi travelling towards my head shakes me from my stupor. I calm the roiling power inside my head and return to the present. The world around me speeds up, and I feel the miniscule probe attempt to pierce my mental defences. Tracing it back to where it came from, I see Ares and Ket looking everywhere but at me.

I stare at the duo for a bit while I analyse the probe. A thick shell of qi surrounding a single sentence of obtuse symbols. I partition a section of my mind and let the probe break through its defences. A soon as it enters the small think space, the thick shell dissolves and the piece of code fragments. Each fragment takes a bit of shell energy to form small, swimming probes.

Ket made a brain virus! I thought the shell was just a clumsy attempt at hiding the content, but he used it as an energy source.

Only then do I notice Ares’s attempt at intrusion. The effort she made seemed too pathetic to take seriously. She managed to slip it through my outer mental defences, flying under my radar. Her probe smashes against my authentication process and halts.

I purge both attempts by flushing the infected areas with caustic qi and smile at the duo. “Very well done. Making a self-replicating process and hiding a process by fully enforcing its own patheticness is genius!”

“I was furious at you two for messing with my mind, but you can’t really do a lot to someone else’s mind.” Ket rubs the back of his head while looking down from the castle balcony we are on. He looks at Tess, who is listening to a lecture by Selis. Tess, Bord, Vox and Angeta are all sitting on the grass, looking at the shapes of water Selis is using as a blackboard.

Rhea is sleeping in my castle, cultivating on autopilot, while Ket, Ares and I are having a little discussion.

Ares chuckles once. “I tried to make Bord do things, but his thought processes are so incredibly huge and massive, it takes all my focus to change a single thing.”

Ket nods. “Yes, Bord and Vox are thinking thoughts that are multiple factors bigger than even the gutcore cultivators. I can’t convince Tess to do something she does not want.”

“Instinct versus awareness. Automation versus control.” I nod sagely while blocking more probes. Ares comes at me with a deluge of small attacks, each more sad and harmless than the last. Ket attacks with a mathematically random prodding pattern.

“Subtlety or raw power. You could brute force someone’s brain, but that would be similar to forcing them to move their limbs. People notice and start fighting back. Influencing someone subtly prevents you from making them do something against their nature or will.”

Filtering my eyes with a bit of qi, I sense a line of communication between the two. I attach my own qi thread and intercept their manner of coordination. Performing a man in the middle attack, I feed both wrong data and make their attacks collide and cancel each other out.

We have been at this for quite a while now. I am training my own fine control while they keep coming up with new ways to attack.

Selis got bored of it a while back and decided to teach the other students. I can see veins bulging on the blue-haired girl’s forehead as Bord makes another dumb comment.

“…aaaaAAAAAAAAH” PLUNK

A shrill scream ends with a dull thud. I glance at the furball sprawled along the grass and request an update from my qi clone. Database sends me a packet of information, and I raise a single eyebrow. That’s faster than expected!


⁂
 

“So, the double point thing is the same as the crooked line?”

“Yes, Angy. The double points with a line between them are also dividing.” Selis forces a smile while adjusting the floating water symbols.

“Because that’s how you write them down? A half is a one above a two.”

“Thank fuck! Yes, thank you for understanding!” Selis’ smile is now filed with relief as she addresses the beastwoman.

“What comes after nine again?” Vox raises his hand with a deadpan expression.

Bord replies to the question. “I know this one! It’s zero one! You add a zero when there are no numbers left.”

Selis splendidly ignores the two heartcore cultivators and focuses on Angeta and Tess. “It’s all in that Database thing. Teach set up this entire system where more knowledge unlocks when you’ve proven that you understand. Just spend some time studying and doing the exercises, and Database will recognise it when you have mastered the subject.”

Tess fiddles around with a green gem. “But there is so much! A literal sea of things to learn!”

“Do one of the starter tests, that way you can easily figure out what you enjoy and what you are good at.” Selis weaves an intricate web of water, pointing here and there. “I really enjoy learning about physics and the way water moves.”

“I like learning about plants and the way stuff reacts with stuff,” Vox interjects.

Selis shoots him a condescending smile. “That’s great, Vox. Angeta, look at section twenty-four thirty. That is the start of all the plant knowledge I have found.”

The beastwoman puts her own piece of jade to her forehead and scrunches her eyebrows. Selis turns to Tess. “Tess, look at section ninety-two hundred-twelve. Shadows and darkness are the absence of an electromagnetic radiation range.”

Selis then turns to Vox and Bord. She is silent for a bit. “You guys should just go and have fun or something.”

Vox stares Selis in the eye. “Don’t look down on me. I made my heartcore with a focus on being smart.”

Despair flashes across Selis’ face. “That means that you are one of the smar… What’s that?”

“…aaaaAAAAAAAAH” PLUNK

A small figure falls from the sky, landing spread-eagled on the grass with a dull thud. Vox disappears and is crouching beside the crumpled form a split second later. He touches the furry mess. “She’s fine. Just a bit dazed.” He gives a single glance towards the group and wanders off.

Selis runs towards the small heap, fingers twitching. She looks towards Vox and shrugs. She then hauls the small figure upwards and starts hugging it. “You look so much better all clean and clothed and without the collar and chains. Aaah, so cute! Come, sweetie, tell auntie Selis your name! You are the first one to prove to Database that you have mastered the basic knowledge, where is your key?”

One arm holds the furry girl tight while the other roams the small body. A small hand reaches the small green stone stuck to the beastgirl’s forehead. Selis then touches her own forehead to the still dazed beastkin and smiles.

“Ah, your name is Ferah. Nice to meet you, cutie! You put a lot of effort into learning. You should totally become a braincore cultivator like me!”

The small girl looks down into the smaller girl’s eyes, shining with expectation. Seemingly struck mute, Ferah shakes her head. She weakly struggles but is completely unable to free herself from the blue-haired girl’s grip.

“Grandma, gotta find grandma! Heartcore is the strongest.” Ferah mutters to herself, still half dazed. 

Selis holds her like a ragdoll with mounting horror. “No, no. You should form a braincore. They are the best! Please don’t become another dumb brute like those fellows.”

Ferah looks up as Selis turns her around. She sees a fat boy picking his nose, a redheaded boy waving while smiling, a dark-haired girl rubbing her temples and a beastkin whose ears are twitching. Ferah’s ears start twitching in tandem, both pairs of furry appendages flicking through a wide variety of poses before the smaller girl blinks once slowly. Angeta seems to lose interest at this and starts talking to Tess.

Selis drops the girl with a dejected expression. Then Ferah’s tail straightens and she turns to Selis. “Dee-Bee told me that I needed to learn stuff before I could leave. How can I learn the fastest?”

Hope rekindled, Selis starts a lecture on the many advantages of braincore cultivation. She only stops when Ferah falls flat on her face, twitching uncontrollably. Selis fusses about frantically, until a large hand lands on her shoulder.

Teach glances at a fidgeting Selis while laying a hand on the spasming girl. “Time to earn your keep, my students! Guide the fellow members of your school in forming their first cultivation base. Database, or Dee-Bee as she called it, only grants new school members access to Tree when they pass a test. It then stresses them to pick and start a cultivation. She would have started that the moment she landed where she not distracted by someone.”

Ferah opens her eyes slowly, clarity sparkling behind her eyes. She sits herself in a seated position and closes her eyes. Seconds later, her breathing becomes shallow. “Thanks…”


⁂
 

“No problem, kid. Congratulations on being the first to show a modicum of intelligence.” I grin at the small seated figure of the first addition to my forces. Looking upwards, I spot the majority of ex-slaves and other unfortunates milling about uselessly. They are slowly exploring the barren moon.

The biggest disappointment so far has been the old mages I picked up from the nexus skull rooms. The skulls themselves disintegrated during my breakthrough into the foundation realm. The fact that the only things I have left of that undertaking are still unable to cope with their changed lot in life leaves a sour aftertaste. They have been bitching about being unable to use their mana powers. Only one is seriously studying so far.

“As for the rest of you fellows, I’ve put up the first missions in Database. You can earn points to buy stuff and dangerous knowledge, just ask it.”

A serious lack of enthusiasm greets me. I look at my castle where Rhea is sleeping. I feel rather lonely. “You can buy food with points.”

Nanoseconds later, the only one not communicating with my qi clone is Ferah.

I need a drink.









Chapter fifty-one

[bookmark: _Toc5718792][bookmark: _Toc16934473]Patterns 

I  look at the statistics ticking by with a fraction of my concentration. Some more beastkin have proven to the database that they have a solid grasp of basic knowledge. My students are now messing around with them. The only two humans who have been allowed to make the trip from the moon to Tree’s lands are Valerius and Ares’ old master, Danarius.

All in all, only a couple of dozen people have been ferried over out of the few hundred I kidnapped in total. The beastkin’s got really pumped after that little beastgirl was the first to succeed, but I also see that some humans are working hard.

As for the old fogies, it turns out, the mages are too stuck in their old ways and thinking patterns to admit to not knowing basic knowledge. The only mages in my school are Ares, Valerius and the old guys about to become crystal skulls. I’m guessing that the crystallised part of their brains set their characters traits, literally, in stone. I did a little bit of research on that subject and have found nothing so far to disprove that hypothesis.

The forming mana core is at the exact location where I can sense the soul. The middle of the brain, above the brainstem, seems to be the place where the soul has the most solid connection to the material plane.

I learned quite a few new bits of information about the soul these past few days, much to my surprise. I sink further into meditation, closing off the weird sounds penetrating my castle walls, as I prepare my next experiment.

Breathing out, I dump an immense amount of qi into the atmosphere. Reaching the foundation realm with the concept of nothingness and pure potential did away with any solid form of my cores. To be more precise, I can make my braincore whatever I need it to be at the moment. I can shape it into a book, similar to my previous cultivation, without much effort. A few seconds later I can turn it into a sword, vastly increasing the cutting power of my qi. Then I could switch it to an ever-burning fire, etcetera. It’s slightly less efficient at those tasks than a dedicated cultivation method, but the pure versatility wins out in the end.

My heartcore is somehow still there, largely unchanged except for a massive increase in power density. The few body cultivation methods I found all focussed on training the physical body, so that makes sense to me. 

I shift my focus away from my heart and shape a sensor array in my braincore, making detailed models of spying apparatus. I focus all the dishes, antennas and telescopes on Tree, aiming at the one-dimensional portal inside its large trunk. The ship becomes clear in my mind, now a lot closer to the other continent. Still no land in sight though.

HHHuummbbRRtTTrrrRRGbrrWUGAWU

The wave passes across the ship again. Now only passively observing instead of letting it wash over me, my soul and mind remain unrattled. I notice a slight variation, the surreal feeling the entire thing gives me feeling slightly different from any wave I have sensed before.

I collapse the cloud of qi into a single rope and snake it towards Tree. That single rope contains more qi than this entire dimension, let’s be careful now. I mentally chuckle at that. I poke it through the portal while keeping the feeding line underground, splitting it in two the moment it emerges from the necklace. I thread one rope to the bow, the other to the stern of the ship.

Then I weave the complex interlaced structure of the rope tighter, completing the core. A highly dense ‘T’ shape of qi now extends from me. I shield the entire thing, only letting the two ends of the ‘T’ open to outside influence.

Qi can transmit information, but like sound, the speed of said transmission depends on the density of the material. Sound travels through metal nearly fifteen times faster than through air. Information like mental images moves through qi based on some sort of vibration. These vibrations can propagate much more easily when there is a lot of the medium to propagate through.

The scanning process I made when walking through the forest I found Lola in worked at half the speed of sound. For this test, I will need to measure speeds at significant fractions of lightspeed. The speed of light is nearly nine hundred thousand times the speed of sound through the air.

A quick bit of math tells me that in order to be able to measure one hundredth the speed of light, I’d needed to have increased my qi density by five thousand-fold. Luckily for me, I have more than accomplished this task. The qi I used for scanning was a faint cloud. I will be using compressed wires this time.

GGuummbbRRtVVrrrRRGbrrNUNUWU

Still too fast. The wave hit both of my probes at what felt like the same time. I expel more qi and weave the rope even tighter. The density of qi in the middle of the ropes increase once again by a couple of folds. I increase the length of both ends further, making them both float over the sea as I extend the horizontal bar of the ‘T’. This is starting to strain my con-

GGuuNNppRRtVVTTTttbrrNUNUWU

Got it! That wave is going at zero point thirteen c. I just barely managed to measure a slight time difference between both measuring points. Satisfied, I retract my experiment while my enhanced senses fade as I release the sensor array. The gaseous qi I breathe back in turns into a sloshing ball of liquid centred in my brain.

So, what does this mean? I will need to do a lot of tests in order to measure the effect of air, water and mana density on this radiation. What would speed it up or slow it down? Radiation that I suspect to be mana leakage. Pumping a lot of energy into, let’s say, iron makes it glow. It starts dumping energy in the form of visible radiation.

Qi does something similar. Powerful cultivators release this energy automatically unless suppressed. Not being able to sense someone’s higher power level simply means that your senses are overwhelmed and thus blinded by the radiation intensity.

I’m assuming that mana has similar properties. The wave of soul-stirring radiation is slower than both electromagnetic and qi radiation. I sit there for quite some time, inside the stillness of these stone walls, just listening to the variations in the waves with a small qi probe. The single person couch… I’m sitting… Shit…

My entire thought process grinds to a halt as I find yet another inconsistency in the English language. A two-seater couch is a love-seat. A three-person version is a sofa. A single person couch is a… Not a recliner, you need footrests for those.

With a bit of irritation, I add this conundrum to the ‘do not think about’ list and try to move on.

The comfortable chair I’m sitting on supports me as I analyse the patterns. Each wave is slightly different, but they never stray far from each other. They seem to be based on a procedural pattern, each wave a slight variation of the baseline instead of a compounding changes system.

That makes this entire problem a lot easier. And it reminds me to choose true, incremental mutations instead of variations of a baseline. I’m guessing this system was implemented this way to prevent creatures from developing a resistance, so it’s fine for whatever this stuff needs to do, but it’s still a security risk in my opinion.

Whoever made this shitty planet was no braincore cultivator, too many things are not thought out to their logical conclusion.

Now that I have all the data, the solution is pretty easy. I reverse engineer the formula that would generate all the possible generations I have found so far. I create a process that records the waves and checks it against the algorithm. Then I offload it to my qi clone. It’s not working anywhere near capacity, even with Ket, Selis and Ares accessing it nearly constantly, so it has processing power to spare in spades.

I then run some simulations and find a pattern that blocks all mana radiation. Like a faraday cage, the complex three-dimensional interweaving of small qi lattices nullifies any radiation in the mana spectrum. 

I then add a detection method. This actually took the most time. I tried messing around with triangulation or trilateration. The fact that this would expose the user to a minimum of two waves without protection due to the need for accurate measurements threw that concept out of the window. More so if the user was standing still relative to the radiation source.

I then slap my forehead and plug the amount of mana absorbed at various points into a small processor. The front of the absorber will receive more radiation, limiting the initial exposure to less than one. Then I remove this design as I make a simple mana radiation absorbing structure which rotates. Checking the small formation’s angle when a power spike is spotted makes for a deceptively simple detector.

I feel a hand tousle my hair as I am putting the finishing touches on my design. I wake from my engineering stupor and check my surroundings. Rhea is standing behind me, her bedhead and tired eyes indicating that she just woke up. I check with my qi clone and notice that I spent hours on this problem.

“Good morning. Wanna go outside? Also, what kind of hat would you like?” I grab her hand and stand up. I put some meaning behind my words, lacing them with qi filled with intent.

“It’s safe?”

I nod.

“A couple of hundred years ago I saw a queen who wore a diadem, silver with purple gems.” She looks to the side, spinning an image into existence. It’s an ornate filigree tiara made from silver wire and interwoven cut gems. “It caught the sun, making it look like she had purple freckles.”

I look at the dragoness in astonishment. There was this side to her too? It’s a shame that a little thing like that won’t work. “No, I mean a… hat…” This time, I project a head-covering piece of apparel, like a baseball cap, bowler hat or a flat cap.

“Maybe a sunhat?” I shape a straw hat, one of those floppy ones with a wide brim.

“Or a military cap?” I show her the cool version of a baseball cap.

“I could do a phoenix crown.” I see her frown at the ornamental ball of gems, gold, gaudiness and tassels, so I remove the image. 

“Or maybe you’d like…” I suppress my own laughter. “…a fedora? Hehe. Maybe a knitted wool hat? Nice and warm. Maybe a Santa hat? A beanie?”

She points at one of the hats now floating around me. Wow, that got away from me quick. I’m a small fashion show, with all the headwear images floating around me.

“You want the fedora?” I stare at her eyes. In her sparkling, enthusiastic eyes. Aw man, I can’t tell her that used to be a symbol of bearded necks and loneliness, now can I?


⁂
 

I put the finishing touches on the qi enchantment and put it on her head. A matte white fedora with purple edges and a tree logo now sits on top of Rhea’s head. It looks quite dashing; I have to admit.

I pull on my own dark grey army cap and let her adjust it. “Keep your hat on at all times when on the second continent. Glue it to your skull with qi. Do not take it off. Soul damage is really, really terrible.”

She gives me a serious nod and I sense qi threads sprouting from her head as they interweave with the hat. I do the same to mine and check the qi formations one last time. The complex web of mana radiation dampening lines and the small processor both pass the small army of tests I put them through. I take her hand in mine and walk through my castle’s front door.

What greets us is chaos.


⁂
 

Eerie chanting sounds throughout a grassy clearing, a golden tree looking over the sunny field. Mysterious and foreboding lights spill from a majestic library, dark symbols scrawled along its white walls. Complex and arcane words whispered and shouted with fervour such as ‘hypothesis’, ‘derivative’ and ‘factorial’ cause the symbols to pulse and shine.

Ket is sitting in the middle of a cleared space, bookshelves pushed to the sides, its contents stacked everywhere. Complex symbols are drawn around the seated figure. Energy pulses through them as shady characters chant and walk around the sigils.

“Drew, what is going on?”

“Hmm? Nothing special, sweetie. Why?”

Seated on a massive throne sits a humanoid blob, fat people running around, all carrying food. The large wooden construct groans under its occupant, the triangular building blocks just barely able to keep the fat boy aloft. The pile of food gets handed to him at a rapid pace, only pausing the feast to give some inane sounding advice now and then.

One of the beastkin reaches out a hand towards a tasty morsel. The boy flicks a finger and the resulting gale sends the skinny person tumbling backwards. He then mumbles something about braincores not deserving food as he licks his fingers.

“Even you should realise that there is a lot wrong with this picture. I was wondering where all those sounds came from, but this is a bit much, no?”

“What are you talking about? I just queried Database and all my school’s students are advancing at a rapid pace! The new guys are learning skills and cultivation faster than my original students ever did.”

A buff and tough looking beastkin sidles away from a certain redhead, unable to escape the much faster boy’s amorous advances. The dilemma obvious on his face, the muscled beastkin’s eyes plead for help to everyone near, only to be ignored. The inane chatter that should resemble flirting seems to drive the big guy slowly but surely insane.

A black-haired girl flits about the edges of it all, unwilling to get involved. All the other beastkin are trouncing through the jungle, chasing a certain beastkin by smell alone.

“Poor Angeta, beastkin think strength is attractive, after all. At least it’s good for Bord!”

“Just ignore them. Database is keeping track. Everyone is gaining knowledge or strength rather fast. Except for one guy, though.”

The couple walks past a bunny who is being pampered by a troupe of beastgirls. The white animal is stretched out lazily on top of a luxurious heap of clothes and furs. Large leaves are used to stir up a cooling breeze as one of the attendant’s hand feeds the animal polished blades of grass.

Behind the massive tree, a blue-haired girl pesters a brown-robed man. He ignores her with all his might as his frenzied eyes roam the myriad plants in the garden. An old man in a robe is sitting beneath the tree, the picture of tranquillity. A massive human and an even larger beastkin stand guard beside him. They both look at the couple approaching them and grip their clubs tight.

“Stop. Lord Bord forbids anyone from entering.”

“Halt, none may pass on Lady Angeta’s command!”

“Look how cute, my students even know how to delegate. It’s good to know they take the few commands I give them seriously.”

“Drew, this is not normal. Why aren’t you worried?”

The duo of large men is sent flying with the casual wave of a hand. “Good job, guys, keep guarding this tree. Danarius! How are you doing?”

The old man cracks open a single eye. “Ah… Teach, was it? Fascinating stuff, you got here. Where is this, another planet or dimension?”

“Haha, just a small pocket dimension. Keep guarding Tree, let no one through. You will die if you pass through, and it will hurt the whole time you are dying.”

With that, the bearded man puts a hand on the golden trunk and disappears, pulling the woman behind him. The old mage blinks a couple of times, looks around, sighs deeply and closes his eyes again. “I’m too old for this shit.”









Chapter fifty-two

[bookmark: _Toc5718793][bookmark: _Toc16934474]Underway 

T wo people appear on the deck of a sleek ship as oars splash rhythmically in a slow pattern. One is a slender man clad in a dark shirt, pants, soft leather shoes, and a floppy dark grey cap. The other is an even more slender female clad in dark purple robes held closed with a white sash, white hair spilling out from under a fedora.

The female moves a hand to her head, only to be stopped by the man. “Nope. I’m not allowing you to risk your soul. Here…” He fiddles a bit with her headwear. “Connect to the central controlling point. You will receive the scanned data.”

The woman is now scowling fiercely at the man. “You will not allow me? Since when do I not have-”

He dramatically shuts her up by putting a finger to her mouth. “Shut up and scan for wildlife.”

Her furious expression melts when she closes her eyes. “There is nothing here.”

“And now listen to your hat’s output with a millionth fraction of your mind.”

The woman pales and stumbles a bit. “I said a millionth. Not a thousandth, you stupid dragon.”

He sits her down, seating himself opposite of her swaying figure. “Re-Haan. Please listen to me for a bit. My personal goal is freedom. I hate restrictions and limitations. I even went so far as to rebuild my cultivation base around the lack of commitment.”

He waits until she looks him in the eyes. “So please believe me, when I restrict someone, I do it for a very good reason. Anyway, listening to it shocked your soul, right?”

Rubbing her forehead, the woman replies. “It’s like a hoard of data in my head? Concentrated in the middle of my brain.”

“Hoard? How do you visualise it?”

“It’s a large pile of treasure, twinkling and bringing data through.”

The man rubs his face. “Pile of treasure? It’s not a signal transmitting cable?”

“No.”

“How does the information flow?”

“The gems twinkle and the treasure sparkles gloriously.”

The man now has his fingers in his hair. “And here I’m figuring out the connection protocols and deciphering the data stream. It’s just sparkling treasure, she says. No worries about baud rate or encryption. Does my subconscious hate me or something?”

“Why does it need to be that complicated? It’s the connection to your own soul; force it what you want it to be!” The woman is smiling savagely as she closes her eyes. “Don’t like libraries that much… Slave workers are too slow. Let’s leave it a treasure pile, that works just fine.”

“You are telling me just changed the way you visualise your soul connection a bunch of times without problems? Don’t you know how dangerous that is?”

“Stop making it difficult for yourself.”

“Alright then, how can you train it? How do you make it grow stronger?”

The woman is silent at this. She pales a couple of times but is quick to recover each time. “Add more treasure!” Eyes bright, her grin is back.

“Add more fucking treasure… How can I do that? It’s a Cat 6 cable, I can’t just change the protocol! Adding additional wires is not po-”

She flicks his forehead with a finger. “Stop making things so difficult for yourself. Let me help.”

She then puts her forehead to the area she just assaulted. They sit still for half an hour until the woman suddenly pulls back. “No wonder… Your soul is stronger than your cultivation base.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I tried making a spatial storage ring a while back. You did it with contemptuous ease. I tried for an entire day and failed. I talked with your students, and they confirmed it. You have an immense amount of mental power. Your cultivation base is lacking. You don’t have enough qi at your command to change the form of your soul.”

“I am too weak, and I’m too strong?”

“What happened when you exposed yourself to the soul wave?”

“It changed a couple of bits here and there, ruining several packets.”

“My entire treasure hoard got scattered. I nearly lost my connection entirely.”

The man’s eyes widen in shock. “You nearly demonised?”

“What’s that?”

“Instinct takes over when the soul is absent. Mortals would just die; sufficient qi allows a soulless body to continue operating without someone in the driver’s seat.”

“I think I understand what you mean with driver’s seat. I nearly became a mindless savage?”

“Cultivators are sensitive to this kind of stuff. A higher soul affinity comes with a higher vulnerability. This continent is freaking me out.”

The woman chews her lip for a good minute before saying anything. “Thanks for the hat.”

The man puts his arm around her shoulders as they look towards the horizon. “No problem.”


⁂
 

“Bord, you’re not coming along?”

“No, go away. Bring me more food!”

Tess looks at the humanoid blob with disgust in her eyes. She takes a single step towards the library but halts in her tracks. The chanting of scientific terms has been growing ever louder over the past hours. Formulas and glyphs are now floating upwards through the library’s ceiling. Tess takes a deep breath and walks towards the dark entrance anyway.

“KET! Let’s go do a mission, I want a hat!”

The chanting stops, the glowing sigils darken and the ominous air vanishes as the seated figures all stare at the entrance.

“Hey, Tess!” Ket smiles refreshingly as he stands up, dropping the hooded cloak. “I was just teaching these guys a bit. Thanks, everyone!” He waves and strolls out, grabbing Tess’s arm as he walks out. The dozens of people, beastkin and a few humans, start to murmur amongst themselves.

“Thank you so much, I was just teaching them, and it got out of hand so, so incredibly fast.” A haunted look on his face, Ket whispers to his saviour. “What are we doing? I need some fresh air.”

Tess holds a hand to her mouth, stopping herself from laughing. “No problem. Let’s take the main scouting mission. It’s quest number one.”

THUMP

“Please take me with you! I tried beating them up, but they only seem to like it. I can’t even get angry at them anymore!” A very frazzled Angeta is begging the duo. “I tried doing that quest so many times, but nobody wanted to come along with me, and it’s a group quest. Please, let’s get out of here!”

“So beastkin really do think power equals attractiveness.” Smirking, Ket looks at the small stampede of humans with animal features trampling in their direction. “There’s even women among them!”

“Let’s just go already!” Angeta pushes the two towards the middle of the clearing. They put a hand to its bark and look up. A beam of light shoots down from the moon, bathing the trio in a white glow. They are gone the next moment.


⁂
 

“Wow, this is really high. Good thing I don’t have vertigo.” Tess mumbles to herself as she looks down the massive tower far below her; a damaged city is slowly being rebuilt. 

“What was the mission description again?”

“Didn’t you read it Angy?” asks Ket.

“I did, but I had other things on my mind back then.” Shivering, Angeta tries to make herself angry.

“First, scout Tower city. Report on the state of the dungeon. Second, find a place where an access portal can be placed. I’ve got the portal stone for that one. Third, scout the mana clearing where we got our mounts. Fourth, scout any beast hordes approaching the city.”

“That’s great, but how do we get down? And how do we get back?” Tess looks at the spinning formation, protected by a forcefield. The trio was transferred across thousands of kilometres by Database, using the Tower formation as an anchor point.

“Did none of you read the quest? No, don’t bother trying now. We are too far away to connect to Dee-Bee.” Ket looks at the duo in irritation.

A flash of light blinds the trio for a second, followed by a cheery voice. “Hey guys! What are y’all up to?”

“Hey Sel. Did you read the quest?” Ket takes a small stone from his ring as he distractedly greets the blue-haired newcomer.

“Looking around, right? Who cares, let’s go have fun! Wow, this is high up. Are those small things below us clouds? Wooow.”

“Don’t make too much of a mess, alright? This city has suffered enough.” Ket grabs Selis by the back of her neck, pulling her away from the edge. “Also keep an eye out for any qi poisoning. I will put the return portal here.” A small map of the city appears in front of him, marking a dark alley in the slums.

“The slums, that’s your old shack, right? Got it.” Tess then pulls a large black cat out of thin air. It flops lifelessly to the ground. She kicks it a bit, frowning. “Stand up, you useless kitty. You were without air for at most half an hour. Not enough to kill you. Stop playing dead.”

The feathered cat yowls, slashing at its tormentor. Tess fades into shadow and reappears on its back, clutching two tufts of fur and feather. Her heels dig into its flanks as she steers it towards the Tower’s edge. “I will check on the mana beast clearing and scout for beast hordes. See you!”

Tess then breathes a sheen of darkness over herself and the cat. They fade from sight as they both jump down towards the city.

“Wait, Tess, how did you put your mount in your ring? Tess!” Ket shouts after her, the howling wind his only reply. Drooping his shoulders, he looks at the other two disciples.

“I’m gonna tortu… request recipes from my favourite restaurants so Teach can cook them for me!” With a wave, Selis jumps down as ice crystals start forming around her.

“I’m going to rescue a slave, teach her and let her defeat me. Then she’ll be the strongest and those hormonal dick-bags will leave me alone. Recruiting new willing members with a clean aura gives points. Search for new seeds to give to Tree for more points.” Angeta glances at Ket. “Scouting the state of the city also gives points.” With that, she attaches a vine to a protruding shard of Tower and jumps down.

Ket’s face shows a variety of emotions as he stands there by himself. Finally, his features settle into a wry smile. He looks at the glowing dot of concentrated qi in the middle of the formation. He draws a complex pattern in the air, made from grey qi. Pushing it towards the forcefield, his hand sinks through the barrier.

“Mission number five, extract the built-up qi from the Tower formation.” Now grinning to himself, he sits down as a trickle of qi separates from the glowing ball and starts flowing into him. “This should get me to core forming. Qi is getting rare inside Tree, after all.”


⁂
 

A metal plate falls from the sky at ungodly speed. It stops millimetres above the cobblestone, only to touch down gently. It settles and starts exerting pressure on the ground, small cracks forming in the stone under the plate.

Ket lands softly on top of the piece of metal. He picks it up and puts it away. His skin has a metallic sheen as all the people walk around him. He smiles as he looks around at the clueless masses walking by.

He strolls through the crowd, power exuding from his pores. People walk around him, clearing a circle a few metres wide. “Gotta keep my power under control, hmm.” He stops for a moment. The empty circle around him narrows down to a mere metre as the waves of power emanating from him dims.

Taking a deep breath, Ket starts to walk towards the noble district, rubbing his hands.









Chapter fifty-three
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T his is infuriating! My soul connection is too strong? What kind of baloney is that? I calm my roiling temper and try to find my centre again. Sitting on the bow of my ship, I let the sea breeze cool me down. Ignoring Rhea’s hair tickling my neck, I clear my mind as much as possible and let it all fade out of focus.

A wire extending past infinity shifts into view, stemming from the centre of myself. The centre of my physical body is the stomach. The centre of the body’s strength and vitality is the heart. The centre of the spiritual self is the brain. The last one is the centre I need.

Looking closer, I see a collection of wires clustered together inside the plastic casing. Looking even closer, I sense sixteen separate signals inside the cable.

Didn’t cat six cables have eight wires?

Wait, there are fifteen signals going back and forth? What the heck? I count again and find fifteen active channels. That’s not right at all. I start pumping my qi through my mind, blasting my brain with concentrated liquid power. Only when I have three-quarters of my foundational cultivation base rotating inside my brain, do I sense the direction in which information flows.

Six signals uploading, nine are downloading. What the fuck does that mean? This is not making a lot of sense. Why do I have a lot more bandwidth going in towards me than going out?

“Rhea, this isn’t making any sense. I have six outgoing and nine incoming data streams.”

Pale eyes blink open and look at me. “What did you have before?”

“Don’t know. I only did stuff with my soul, never really developed it. Every time I tried peering into my own soul, the world itself rebelled. There were some heavenly laws soul-blocking everyone, I think.”

“You reached a much higher level of power before?”

I nod in return. “Yeah, this is nothing compared to what I had.” I clench my fist as I fight off the fear and dread. I will find a solution to the lack of power, even if I have to speed up the pollution of the sun. Reaching the foundation realm required me to syphon off significant percentages of this world’s power. And the foundation realm is basically the start to true cultivation.

“Then your soul must still be vast. Your current level of power is not sufficient to require a lot of uploading.”

I wrinkle my brow. “It’s not that simple, right?”

“I have commanded my soul to be a rope. It narrows down my view. I do not like it. I am going back to the pile of treasure.”

I’m halfway back to looking at my soul when what she just said strikes me. It narrows her view. Sometimes having a lot of experience is detrimental; it blinds you to new possibilities.

‘LET THERE BE A HUNDRED SIGNALS’

The cat cable bulges as it expands. And I see everything. Things I didn’t quite put together through brute force thinking are clear now. An overview of my knowledge is just there for the taking. I grasp the entirety of what I know about atomic physics and realisation strikes me.

This is what the law of multiple proportions truly means. Oxides with one, two or three oxygen atoms. I nearly giggle as I truly understand this implication.

‘BACK TO THE NORMAL NUMBER OF SIGNALS’

And I am dumbstruck with how dumb I just was. Of course, that’s how atoms work, you idiot! I shiver a bit. That’s how heartcore cultivators must feel all the time. The knowledge is all there laid out before them, the size of an ocean. It’s just a shame that it has the depth of a puddle.

It’s a hyperbolic curve once again, a spectrum of two extremes. I narrow the number of connections down to ten in total. I feel my mind speed up, thoughts flitting by faster and more precise. I introduce connections one by one until it feels comfortable. I check and see sixteen wires inside my soul cable.

This is pretty messed up. Focus or oversight. Specialisation or generalisation.

“I’m done with soul research for now. This is stupid. It’s all the same in the end.” I sulk a bit while wrapping insulating foil around my soul connection. I let a trickle of the soul radiation seep through my hat and sense it bouncing of off the protection I put in place. “Anyway, try insulating your soul in some form or manner. Maybe surround it by a glass vault? I wrapped my own cable in shielding metal, and it worked.”

Rhea takes her hat off at the same time as me. She twirls it through her fingers and puts it back on her head. “That worked. It lowers the connection’s efficiency by a couple of percents though. I’m keeping the hat.”

I shrug as I put my own headwear in my ring. “My efficiency loss is a negligible statistical error, probably because of the powerful soul thing.”

We both stand up and look towards the horizon. The sky far away is looking odd. The ordinarily blue sky is starting to take on sickly green and purple tones ahead of us. I think I see the tops of rounded mountains peek over the horizon.

“How is your school doing?” An expectant grin is on her face.

I avoid her gaze as I peer inside my necklace. I flinch. “Nothing special is happening, why?”

Sending out the calming elements - my students - on missions might not have been the smartest idea after all.


⁂
 

“Doggies! Come heeeere! Auntie Selis wants to huuug yooouuu!” A blue-haired girl saunters through a neatly tiled walkway, stopping at a crossing to yell a bit. A crown of water adorns the girl’s head, bright crystals reflecting the dim light in a colourful array. A faint howl sounds from one direction, causing the girl’s ears to prick up. She turns into a blue streak, trails of water following behind her.

“HYA!” PLOP

The shard of ice leaves an arterial spray in its wake as it decapitates a dog. The other animals in the spacious room are quickly put to death by the small girl.

“Floor twenty-nine is easier than I remember! Boss, where are you, doggie boss!” Cupping her hands around her mouth, Selis walks on, the animals vanishing unseen behind her.

Minutes later, she enters a room that is larger than the rest. Elaborate tiles decorate the space in dizzying patterns. The two-headed dog breathes some flame as it stands up, it’s glowing red stripes casting light in the room.

Half a second later, it’s pierced by a dozen ice lances.

“NO LOOT, MANA CRYSTALS! NO LOOT, GIMME MANA CRYSTALS!!!” An immaterial, blue pressure springs from Selis as she starts dancing while chanting. The large dog disappears, and several times it looks like the space behind her takes on the shape of normal items. After an array of possible items such as swords, food and raw resources get snuffed out by Selis’ qi, crystals tinkle to the floor.

“Thank you very much, Dungeon!” Picking up the crystals one by one, she places them in the water crown around her head. The pattern in which the shards rotate changes to accommodate the newcomers. Every breath she takes, the crystals shrink by a minuscule fraction.

Whistling, she walks down the stairs.


⁂
 

A young man skulks through dark streets. The sun is out, but the bright rays seem unable to penetrate the damp and dirty surroundings, casting the brick and wooden shacks in gloom. Although the man is very suspicious, carrying a few large chests of fine make, he is ignored by all. Huffing and puffing, covered in a grey sheen, Ket walks up to his old home.

He softly kicks the door open. It falls off its hinges and crashes to the ground. The chests are thrown to the dirt floor, metallic jingling sounds hinting at their contents. Sighing, Ket weaves an illusory door from threads of qi. He closes his eyes for a bit, simulating the colour brown is pretty hard, after all. The door flashes green and blue before blending into the surroundings.

Now alone in the small, ramshackle home, he sits down. Small lines of symbols appear in the air around him. Closer inspection reveals that each small spell is made up of an ear, followed by two letters and a book. He looks at one of the lines and wipes the two letters away. He then replaces the ear with the symbol of a single sound wave.

Satisfied, he waves a hand, and the dozens of small spells speed away.

The next hour he just listens and processes the information flowing through the recording spells. The underbelly of the city is the best place to get useful information, after all. Criminals are less likely to colour their information in the manner that the nobility tends to.

Abruptly, he stands up. Irritation flashes across his face, but it vanishes as he picks a complicated stone out of his pocket. Other emotions are barely perceptible as he stares at the object in his hand.

“Pfff. Why do I even care about this shitty place?”

Ket shrugs and walks through an empty doorway to the other room in his small house. He drops the stone, grabs the top and starts to pull. Putting all his strength into pulling, he nearly falls as the stone fails to resist.

Recovering from his stumble, he pours qi into the stone. He puts it on the ground and starts to pull again, the stone this time remaining stuck to the dirty floor. He pulls harder. Muscles and veins display an obvious strain as he throws all his power at the stone, without much effect. The runes carved across the round object flash, but it refuses to move. A faint line starts to separate the top and bottom half as the intricately carved lines light up further.

Pulling on the top of it with all his might only causes the top half to rise by a single hair. Grey light glitters across his frame as he gets a better hold on the small thing. He tries again, this time separating both halves by multiple centimetres.

Rubbing his sore muscles, Ket frowns deeply. Pulling a sword out of his ring, he stuffs it between the two halves, only for the top part of the blade to fall to the ground. Eyes wide, Ket crouches and looks between the two semi-spheres.

A thin white line connects the floating half with the lower half or carved rock.

“It’s cutting through space? The decad-damned…”

Picking up the fallen piece of the sword, he looks at the cut end.

“Perfect… Cut on a molecular level…”

His head swivels back and forth between the sword tip and floating stone multiple times. Carefully, he manoeuvres the blade in between the two halves. Then a wash of grey energy forces the blade upwards. Droplets of sweat start beading on his forehead as the sword slowly pushes both stone halves apart.

The grey swirls sparkle and shudder as the white line extends. Then something clicks, causing Ket to fall backwards. Trembling slightly, he stands up.

“Fuck you Teach. This is not something a qi condenser can do. Core forming is barely enough.” Ket shakes his head. “Your sense of power is messed up by several factors.”

Sighing deeply, Ket walks towards the thin white line. Holding out a hand, his senses strained to the limit, he touches the phenomenon. The small inlaid tree on his ring flashes and the white line separates into a sharp ellipse.

He pokes a finger through. Retracting it, he finds it still attached. Taking a deep breath, he picks up a chest and tosses it through. The dark ellipse widens just enough to let the heavy object sail through.

“WAAA-?” THUMP

A shrill scream sounds through the opening. Ket quickly pushes his head through the shining crack in space, getting a proper look of the other side. White rock stretches outwards, a deep blue sky above - a small beastkin girl struggling under the heavy chest. Ket looks at the scene for a bit. His head retracts and more chests fly though, all barely missing the girl.

“Waa, stop! This is dangerous!!”

Stepping through the opening himself, Ket watches it close back to a line. Looking around, he finds himself on the moon. The small moon circling around Tree. Grinning widely, he throws the chests to the side.

“What are you doing back on the moon?”

“Mister Ket? Please go back to the library. The cult of knowledge and knowing stuff is making things difficult.”

“Fay, was it? What cult?”

“It’s Ferah! Remember it properly! The cult you started! They are telling everyone about the path of life and wisdom, that I should follow the numbers and see the forms.”

“Okay, Feekah. Why are you not following the numbers and seeing the forms then?” Grinning at the obvious irritation on the small girls’ face, Ket gains some social insights about why Teach does this kind of thing all the time.

“‘Feh’ - ‘Rah!’ Its ‘Feh’ and then ‘rah’. I wanted a heartcore but miss Selis wouldn’t have it. I need to find grandma.”

“Okay, Feh-and-then-rah. But why are you on the moon? There is no qi here, only angry people.”

“Grraah! Ferah! And tell your cronies to leave me alone!” She kicks a chest. Her face freezes as she slowly starts rubbing her toes. Stiffly, she turns around and walks away.

Ket chuckles to himself as he watches the beastkin disappear over the round horizon. “See you later, Fay-fay!” His mirth increases as he watches Ferah stop, tail puffed up. A furious tail straightening later, she keeps walking.

“Database, I accomplished mission four three alpha-” Ket halts his report as the qi clone of Teach under his feet initiates a mental connection. He reports his quest progress and dumps his scouting report. Database dutifully informs him that he now has several hundred points to spend. Ket then asks what points can be spent on. The list of knowledge, materials and privileges he receives in reply leave him speechless.

“Why would anyone pay Teach for a massage? What is this privilege, ‘a good talk about life?’ Dee-Bee, are you messing with me? Show me more information about the restricted weapons category.”

Ket goes pale as he looks at the list of apocalyptic implements carelessly put up for sale. “Teach, now I am tempted to have a good talk about life with you… There must be a set of restrictions on this list, right? Just disciple status? Ah, that is personal disciple status. What else is there? These dishes sound pretty delicious, expensive though.”

Ket rubs his ring as its entire content spills out around him. One of the chests wobbles and crashes to the ground, spilling gold, gems and artefacts everywhere. Now surrounded by a true mountain of treasure, Ket continues his conversation with a qi construct trapped inside the core of the small moon. “Dee-Bee, how many points for these supplies? Just that much? What are truly valuable resources then? Information and new things, hmm. I’ve got more information about Tower City than the quest requested, how much for that? That’s more than all the treasure I stole combined! This is half of Tower City’s nobles’ population wealth, and some rumours are worth more points?”

Rubbing his temples, Ket continues to think hard. The choice between spending points on Teach’s food or keeping those weapons of mass destruction safe is not an easy one to make, after all.









Chapter fifty-four

[bookmark: _Toc5718795][bookmark: _Toc16934476]Interests 

“E very single simulation I run tells me that this is an incredibly stupid thing to ask, but why are you sticking around?” I need to ask this anyway as it has been bugging me for quite a while now. I see Rhea freeze mid-step as she thinks about the question.

“Why do you want to know this?” Her face is blank. Not a single muscle is moving as she looks at me. 

I shrug helplessly. “I can’t read you. I don’t have enough data about dragons to make an accurate prediction model. Everyone else, I can handle. And…” Am I really going to say this? My gut clenches very slightly in anxiety. That hasn’t happened for a couple of centuries. “I want to get to know you better.”

God, putting myself in a vulnerable position is hard. Ah well, alea iacta est. Wait, why is she smiling? That is not a response I saw coming. Is she smirking? There is definitely some smugness in her gaze now. Why do I feel like I lost somehow? Maybe this battle between man and woman is always there, regardless of species?

Can’t do anything about it now. The ball is in her court. And she apparently decides to do nothing with said ball. We just look at each other for a minute or so. The back of my neck is tingling hard, so I decide to break eye contact.

Looking forward, I see a jungle. A green, purple, blue and yellow jungle. A very odd jungle. Most plants on the human and beastkin continent have angularly shaped leaves. This thick jungle has that and more. I spot all kinds of weird plants.

A very small dark beach separates the sea from the land. The lack of a significant tide must not be good for the formation of sand. The minuscule waves crashing into the shoreline are not helping this either. This is pretty underwhelming. I was expecting some magnificent coastline, but this is just a small strip of dark stones immediately followed by thick jungle.

“We are here, I guess. Come, let’s explore. The nearest source of soul radiation is coming from that direction.” The insulation around my soul connection is still doing a wonderful job of blocking the signal’s influence and exposing myself to it allows me to pinpoint the source.

I focus inwards on my Tree necklace and immediately decide to ignore what is happening there. I am tempted to request a status update on what the fuck is going on but focus on finding a clear place instead. That marching band has nothing to do with me. Nope, not going to react to that massive effigy statue. Just ignore that massive pile of food. Ah, there is an empty spot.

The Ascent disappears as I pull it inside Tree. I guide it to the empty spot and deposit it on the ground. More precisely, I tell Tree where I want it to land. Tree gained a lot of power recently, so I let it do the heavy lifting. Luckily, its intelligence is not developing just yet.

I feel a poke in my side and return my focus to the real world. Rhea is wiping seawater from her clothes with a slightly angry expression. Wind billows around her, drying the clinging fabric. It’s a nice view, but why didn’t she react on time? She’s a braincore, after all.

“Try to form a qi construct, you asshole.”

I do as she requests and notice nothing special except a minuscule bit of instability. The pretty but useless formation hangs in front of us both, unwavering.

“Try to form a qi construct at a normal level of power and control, you asshole.” She is even angrier now, for some reason.

I limit the willpower and volume of qi dedicated to keeping the pretty formation active to a qi condensing level. It immediately vanishes.

Ooh, this is interesting. I start a battery of tests, dedicating half of my brain to measuring what is going on. I wipe the grin off my face as I turn to Rhea. “Alright, so your water walking and protection constructs got destabilised by the radiation?”

She nods angrily.

“Don’t know how to tell you this, but maybe it would be good to return to Tree? Maybe impose some sort of order on that rowdy bunch?” Oh, she is getting really angry now. Well, time to look cool, I guess.

Engage combat mode.

Pour additional qi into feet and sea for stability. Underbrush explodes. Distance to shore around fifty metres. Spot threat. Large bug covered in leaves speeding this way. Correction, leaves are attached to bug. Extend hand to grab Rhea.

Simulate scenarios. Jumping up is most efficient, limited mobility is lethal if bug can manoeuvre in air. Skate across sea then. Throw Rhea first? Pull inside Tree? Not fast enough. Piggyback.

Simulate aggressive solution. Attacker is unknown. Need more data to reduce risk to below a hundredth percentage. Execute safest option. Turn back to Rhea. Force her arms over my shoulders. Secure with qi threads. Start sideways manoeuvre.

Overview process is throwing an exception? Look at the bug’s back? Ah, those are wings. Shit…

Form blade from qi. Reinforce immaterial lattice with ice crystals. Aim for crack between plates on neck. Confirm hit. Confirm lack of new stimuli in bug. Sense danger from behind. Drop cargo. Observe irately angry Rhea. Incoming signal source? Accept transmission. Incoming data is extremely low frequency. Match timeframes.

‘WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU DOING? I HAD THAT BASTARD BUG UNTIL YOU DECIDED TO BARGE IN!’

So, this is new. Rhea and I are communicating with a speed of a thousand words per minute. The average person talks at a rate of a hundred to one hundred fifty words per minute. The immense loneliness that usually accompanies a heightened sense of time is completely absent.

‘DON’T DO THAT AGAIN YOU DICKHEAD! IT SCARED ME HALF TO DEATH!’

So much for looking cool… I was wondering what those odd air pressure anomalies were. That must have been Rhea preparing to fight.

‘Okay, I apologise. Can you stop screaming? It’s giving me a headache. I won’t help you with the next batch, okay?’

I observe as her face transforms into a baffled expression in slow motion. This is pretty fun, talking at this speed while our bodies are unable to catch up.

‘Incoming! Have fun!’

I feel my own face transform into a gleeful smile as the shoreline explodes into activity. The dead bug is still skipping across the sea surface behind us, its brethren are bursting from the jungle and coming straight towards our position.

‘Those are all for me?’

Why does she sound so happy now? Qi explodes from her form in slow motion. Ah, there is a smiling dragon standing next to me. Chills run down my spine as I feel my smugness drain. Her hand raises slowly towards the pack of huge insects barrelling our way. I start forming a shield around me.

The exploding bug guts and bits of the carapace that splatter all around me are deflected just in time. I nearly feel sorry for those poor buggers. I say a silent prayer in my heart, thanking them for their noble sacrifice in being an angry dragons’ punching bag. 


⁂
 

Rhea is exhausted. The core in her head is bone dry. Not even an hour ago, it was filled to the brim with liquid power, slowly growing the small crystal in its centre. Now she is running on fumes. Cursing the fact that she gave up her heartcore for integrity’s sake, she dodges a smouldering tiger.

The continuously melting and reforming beast smashes into a tree, splintering half and burning the rest in seconds. Rhea crouches low as she rubs her ring with a thumb. The tiger pounces at her and Rhea jumps high as she holds her hand out. Seawater pours from her ring’s storage space, dousing the crazed animal. The water flash boils into steam the moment it seeps into the scorching cracks of mana-altered flesh.

Dodging bits of tiger and clouds of steam, Rhea decides to spend the last of her energy reserves in a partial transformation. The back of her hands, arms and shins glow purple-white as her skin liquifies and turns into scales. She whips her arm out, backhanding a small, bark-covered rodent. 

RHOOOAAAARRR

A mighty roar rattles her teeth as she keeps a wary eye on her surroundings. The fight with the burning tiger cleared a large tract of jungle, allowing her to catch her breath. 

“Die obediently! I am trying to look cool for my woman, you stupid sack of sand shit!”

Ignoring the boisterous yapping, Rhea takes deep breaths. She twitches as a thumping footstep shakes the ground. A cloud of dust appears on the edge of the clearing. It billows outwards as another small earthquake shakes Rhea.

THUD

A dark shape shoots out of the brown fog, pulling a trail of dust behind it. It slows down and lands gently.

“That’s it, no more mister nice guy.” The shape resolves into a bearded man. He then pulls something from his ring and aims it at the dust cloud. 

KER-BLAM

“Hasta la vista, baby.”

“Drew, what are you doing?”

“Hey, just killing dungeon bosses.”

“This is not a dungeon.”

“This is an open-air dungeon. They work differently on this continent.”

A dark shape appears in the brown cloud of dust. An enormous ant slowly moves towards the bickering duo. Mandibles as thick as tree trunks clang against each other as a ten-metre-large ant head pokes out of the jungle. A large hole between its compound eyes leaks large amounts of fine sand. Rhea sighs, shakes her head and closes her eyes.

“No, don’t look away! I’m doing this to look cool for you.”

“Getting beaten up until you pull out a piece of metal that can one shot the monster is not looking cool.”

“You take that back! That is totally not true! It’s not dead yet.” KER-BLAM “Now it’s dead.”

“What is that thing?”

“A desert eagle! Pretty neat, huh?”

“It’s not an eagle. And it’s not dead yet.”

KER-BLAM

“It’s a qi-powered slug thrower.” Drew slides a single finger lovingly across the glossy, crenelated metal. The entire thing then glows brightly as he pulls the trigger again.

KER-BOOOM

“It’s a shame that it can only handle a couple of shots. Infusing qi into materials to make heavenly crafting ingredients takes a long time. A hack-job like this cheap steel thing needs a lot of qi or will degrade quickly.”

Rhea decides not to retort at all. She observes as the enormous ant that Drew was shooting at disintegrates entirely. The metre-thick legs towering over the jungle’s crown start falling apart along with the hole-riddled head. The disintegrating ant leaves the jungle absolutely silent. She brushes pieces of metal from her hair.

Drew holds out a hand. “Wanna come to find out why the dungeons are open-air structures with me?”

“When did you make that thing?”

“My qi clone did a trial production run. It’s a failure though, normal steel is too weak to contain the forces, and I can’t figure out how to mass produce qi-infused items. Tree’s got a mass manufacturing complex under its roots. Let me know if you ever want a couple thousand simple items.”

Rhea grabs his hand and stands up. She walks over to the large pile of sand and starts digging around. Pulling a large brown crystal from the small mountain, she twirls it through her fingers. “Because it’s interesting.”

“What?”

“I’m sticking around because it’s interesting. Flight mountain is…”

“Sleepy?”

She laughs. “Very sleepy.”

“Then I shall endeavour to keep things interesting for you.”

“Then I shall stick around for a bit longer.”

The two smile at each other. The absolute silence breaks as a faraway beast roars. The jungle explodes into activity once again as the couple walk on, hand in hand.

“ARMCHAIR!”

“EEP, Drew, what are you doing?”

Dodging the slaps thrown his way, Teach covers his face while groaning as he crawls into a ball. “It’s armchair, how the fuck did I forget?”

Rhea looks down at the whimpering man with disgust on her face. “Maybe not this interesting, though. Normal is also good once in a while.”









Chapter fifty-five

[bookmark: _Toc5718796][bookmark: _Toc16934477]Hordes 

F erah throws her hands up in frustration “Why are you asking me all this stuff? I’m like not even ten winters old. I don’t know how to run a school! I used to gather herbs in the forest, not apprentice under the town’s major.”

Ket looks at the pouting girl as he suppresses a smile. Carelessly throwing a small pebble, he shifts his seated position to something more comfortable. “That’s great. Now how would you motivate people to learn certain subjects?”

“Stop asking me these questions!” An angry expression on her face, Ferah rolls on her back, staring at the endless void surrounding the moon. “Give people rewards? My Granma used to give me food when I washed clothes.”

Ket sees the girl suppressing tears and stretches out his hand. Halfway to her furry little head, his hand stops. “Food? No way. I’d eat it myself if I had Teach’s food.”

“How about news? The tea-circle my gran used to run always traded rumours.”

“That is a great idea! Let’s see. There are some rumours about slave raids that I gathered. Here, would you people like this as a reward?”

Ferah grabs a small green stone from the pocket of her white dress. Putting it on her forehead, she gasps. “Fortown is gone? Fortown never gets attacked.”

“Why does Fortown never get attacked?”

“Fortown has super high walls. I and Granma went with the caravan once to trade for new metal tools. Those walls are really, super high. And on one side it’s mountains. And the other side is a river.”

“Database, who rules in Luzden?”

A flat, staccato voice whispers near the discussing duo. “Baron Kardel.”

“Wha? The same Kardel as in, Peak City Kardel?” Ket tilts his head as he looks down at the white rock, his gaze focused beyond the floor.

“Unknown. The reward for that information is now one hundred points.”

Ferah stands up and pats the white dust from her dress. “Database, what’s the chance of this rumour being false?”

“Calculating… Seventy-five percent chance that the rumour is exaggerated. Ten percent chance that Fortown is razed.”

“What’s the reward for scouting that area?”

“Three hundred points for a basic information report.”

“Great! Assign that mission to me, please!”

“No.”

Ferah freezes mid-stride. “Why not?!”

“Minimum level of power needed for mission assignments outside Tree is core forming. You’re qi gathering.”

Waving her arms around, Ferah starts jumping up and down. “LET ME OUT, stupid Database! Stupid bearded guy! I just want to know if my grandma is still alive.” Dark spots appear at Ferah’s feet as she clenches her fists. “Do… do you know if Goodsummer is… if anyone from Goodsummer still lives?”

“Goodsummer is unknown, clarify.”

“It… it’s a farming town down the river from Fortown.”

“Ten points awarded for that information. No additional information found.”

Tears silently continue to drip from Ferah’s eyes as she stands there, on a white moon in a dimension separate from all that she has known in her entire life. Over the white horizon, a large tract of land containing two mountains and a massive Tree spins across the sky.

Ket watches as the girl crumples into a heap and starts sobbing.


⁂
 

A black-feathered tiger stalks through the forest. It jumps into a shadow, only to appear tens of metres ahead. A streak of blackness dives down from the trees, crashing into the stalking feline. The figure of a girl is seen as she holds on to the softly yowling beast.

“Gotcha, ya big lump!” Rubbing its fur and feather affectionately, the duo of shadow-intent users make their way through the forest. “Now you’ve got to be my mount for twenty years. You shouldn’t have taken that bet.”

More soft yowls sound out in protest.

“Nor should you have accepted the five before that, yeah. I hope you have learned a lesson?”

In response to the teasing tone, the tiger tries to shake Tess by making sudden turns and jumping around. Hair flying everywhere, she only smiles broader while clinging to the large beast. Not a minute of this high-speed rodeo action later, the trees suddenly give way to a clearing.

“Hoo there, we are here.” The tiger disappears in a dark flash the moment Tess jumps off its back. Tess lands and surveys the clearing. She ignores the shrill screech not too far away that sounds a lot like a small critter being eaten. She shudders a bit as the wailing sounds are suddenly replaced by crunching noises.

“Maybe I should stop making her angry.” She then shrugs and climbs a tree. The same horde of animals she got her kitty cat from spreads out in front of her, having grown even bigger in the meantime.

Tess pulls a rectangular object from her ring, aims it and presses a button. Putting the object to her forehead, she checks the recorded image. Walking up to one of the silent animals, she puts a hand on the rough-skinned donkey.

“Earth was… empathy and apathy.” Her face grows concerned and empty in short order. “Perfect balance of dim and bright mana.”

She walks up to another animal and finds the same balance. “Not a single sign of mana imbalance or mana mutation. Maybe the beast hordes won’t be so bad this year?” Summoning her mount with a short whistle, she jumps on. They immediately start running towards the east.

Sometime later, Tess takes a break. Now on the wide-open grasslands around Tower City, the surrounding mountains have started growing bigger. Patting the slightly winded animal, Tess starts munching on some snacks. She nearly stumbles as her tiger vanishes, only for it to reappear with a small, chitin covered deer in its maw seconds later.

Tess looks at the cake in her hand. She then looks at the bleeding corpse dropped at her feet. Sighing, she tosses the snack to the cat, who eats it in a single bite. Tess forms a black dagger and kneels by the small animal. She pokes it a bit, turns slightly green as organs start popping out of the cut in its abdomen, and walks away.

Her tiger pounces it and eats it in two gulps. “Stop trading dead animals for proper food, okay? I won’t give you my food in the future. You don’t need to eat that much anyway. You’re a qi condenser now…”

Tess stops talking as she looks at the ridiculously cute display in front of her eyes. The fierce mount is now rolling in the grass, looking at Tess with big eyes. It coyly bats at the air with its paws. “Mrrauuw?”

“…Never mind. Let’s just get going.”

The sun is low on the horizon by the time the duo reaches the forests to the east of Tower City. The dense green blanket covers the foothills that separate the Shi-eit kingdom from the rest of the world. The thin ivory spear is visible behind Tess as she guides her mount to jump on top of the trees. The cat makes some protesting noises but follows her directions after only minimal kicking. Tess holds on as the cat uses shadows to propel itself further up into the canopy.

Then Tess freezes. Her tiger makes an inquiring noise, only to be slapped into silence. She jumps off and lands on the ground, immediately putting her head on the moss-covered ground. Closing her eyes, she just listens.

“Come, follow me, and be quiet.”

Tess had been taking it easy before. They had been leisurely making their way to the east, not in any hurry. Now, however, her tiger mount needs to put in the effort to keep up with her, even without a rider slowing it down.

Tess is now a black streak, moving closely to the ground as she runs at full sprint. The shadows seem to swell as she passes by, aiding her every step. Trees and bushes are dodged at full sprint, larger obstacles like rocks and cliffs are skipped by jumping through the shadows.

Until the forest ends and Tess sees the mountains east of Neutalinn properly for the first time. Sees the small clusters of gathered animals for the first time. Sees the mana mutants for the first time.

“Shit, fuck, all the hells and dungeons. Piss on your crystals and mana.”

Now pale as a sheet, Tess starts mumbling to herself like a madwoman. “Twenty… fifty… observed a minimum of a hundred full mana mutants. Each leading a group of half-step mutants. No way. How did… Heightened bright mana concentrations in the clearing means… That mana must’ve come from somewhere, right?”

The rumbling sounds she heard earlier are made by a legion of hoofs, claws and paws. She sees all kinds of elemental corruptions on all kinds of animals. She sees more groups making their way across the mountains, all looking towards a certain clearing behind her. The only barrier stopping them from trampling the kingdom is the wide river in front of her. The river that is slowly shrinking now that winter is coming.

Tess turns around and starts sprinting faster than ever. 


⁂
 

“Database, I’m filing a mission request. It will pertain to the escort and safeguard of student Ferah as she scouts Goodsummer.”

Ferah’s shoulders stop shuddering. She stands up from the dusty white ground and looks at Ket. “Wha?”

“Request filed. Escalating to the relevant party.”


⁂
 

Tess is dead-tired by the time she stumbles into Ket’s old house. Actually, house is a big word. Shack or hovel would be more fitting. She kicks the only remaining door from its hinges and sees the white vertical tear in space ended by two semi-spherical rocks.

Her eyes want to slide off it. She only found this place because Ket showed her the map, to be honest. She ran past it three times in her haste. Pulling the big cat by its tail behind her, she crams a wave of qi through the white line.

The small tree on her ring glows for a split second, the tear then opens into an oval and Tess jumps through.


⁂
 

“I agree, it’s totally weird. This dungeon core is just sitting here in the open.” I tear my gaze from the massive crater to look at Rhea.

“It’s not out in the open. It’s in a massive crater and floating in the air. Tower City has one of these on level one hundred?”

“Yep. I wasn’t strong enough to withstand its reality fuckery back then. I can easily block it now. It’s also sending out one frequency of the soul mutating radia…” I stop as my qi clone pings me with a high priority request. I open the information packet and look at the info.

Hoho, this is an interesting development. Is Ket looking to build an interspecies harem or is he just running away from the cult he created?

Another high priority ping comes in. This one a scouting report from Tess. Speak of the devil…

And it’s bad… Shit… Yeah, it’s pretty bad. There is no way I can describe mana mutant levels multiple factors higher than usual as anything but bad. I really hope that the beastkin tribes are better defended than the human kingdom, there is no way that they can withstand a beast horde this size.

Tess even handed in some preliminary analysis. She is giving me all the blame. The beast clearing I got my blue bear mount from had elevated light mana levels, hmm. So that elevated the dark mana levels in the surroundings, hmm.

Yep, this is totally my fault. I start rubbing my forehead as I make some new missions. I will have to spend a long time in the kitchen, with all the rewards I am putting up. But then again, this might be fun?

I turn to Rhea. “Hey, you want to go and beat up a large horde of mana mutants?”

“How powerful? I can fight the monsters in this jungle, but the bosses are a bit much”

I admire her ability to give an objective judgement of her power for a bit. A dragon’s ego is weird. “No bosses. I managed to make the yearly beast hordes a bit worse than usual.”

She looks at me with an odd gaze. “How much worse? The humans lost a third of their army a decade ago when a mana-tide occurred.”

“What’s a mana-tide? Ah, no, not important. Tess just reported a hundred full mana mutants leading groups of partials.”

Rhea blinks a bit. “In my territory, the human kingdom and parts of the beastkin tribes, an entire beast horde season has two hundred full mana mutants.”

“Tess observed these numbers on a single mountain.”

“Drew, what did you do?”

“Ah, there, that feeling? That anger? Yeah, I want you to channel that into something constructive like beating up the beast hordes, okay?”

Rhea is cracking her knuckles now. I have never seen her do that before. From where did she pick up that habit? “The beast hordes you caused.”

“Haha, we can talk about this, right? Let’s save the violence for the beasties!” I start walking away from the irate dragon. “And stop cracking your knuckles, that’s bad for you!”

“That was disproved, I checked the database. Stop lying and running away from me, come here!”

I then spend five minutes calming down a rampaging air dragon while formulating the rest of the needed missions.









Chapter fifty-six

[bookmark: _Toc5718797][bookmark: _Toc16934478]Devising 

“W hat’s his name?”

“It’s a her. I haven’t given her a name yet.”

Ferah is furiously rubbing the massive black tiger, stroking each and every fur and feathered covered surface her small hands can find. The rumbling noise coming from the big cat is loud enough to rattle her teeth as she hugs the fluffy beast.

Three people are standing on a small bleached moon as it circles around a pancake of dirt containing two mountains and a tree. The big cat licks the small girl as she pats the white dust off of its fur.

“You should give her a name.” Now staring daggers at Tess, Ferah continues to pet the tiger with all her might.

“Yeah, Tess, why haven’t you given her a name yet? Shame on you.”

Tess punches Ket playfully in the stomach. “Shut up, stupid.”

“Cough… Ah, that is why I don’t tease Tess, nearly forgot.” Something other than physical pain flashes across Ket’s face as he tries to get his coughing fit under control. “Please, mind your strength. Braincore, gutcore. Gutcore, braincore.” Ket finishes pointing first to himself, then Tess, and then himself again.

Tess smirks apologetically at this. Turning back to the small beastkin appropriating her mount, her face turns serious and solemn again. “Listen up Ket. Tower city is doomed if we don’t act. I saw a hundred full muties out there.”

“A hundred? The Neutalinn guard and dungeon delvers handled that number ten years ago.”

“On one mountain. Each leading a group of demi-muties.”

“A HUNDRED? The Goodsummer protectors can’t handle that many!” Ferah is now standing on top of the tiger, looking distressed.

“Additional information submitted; five points awarded.” 

Tess looks down in response to the flat and lifeless voice sounding out. “Dee-Bee, any relevant quests?”

“Yes,” is the synthetic reply.

“Don’t get uppity with me, you stupid…” Tess mumbles to herself as she puts a piece of jade to her forehead. Ket and Ferah follow her example as they see Tess start to smile a smile that is dripping with greed.

Wiping her mouth with a slurping sound, Tess nearly starts yelling. “I’ll accept them all!”

“Not allowed.”

Tess coughs a bit. “Sorry about that, I’ll accept Goodsummer scouting and the subjugation one.”

“Group?” asks the Database.

“Me!” replies Ket immediately.

“ME!” Ferah jumps from the tiger as she puts the green stone back in her dress pocket.

“We need to get you some gear. I wonder why Teach gave this escort mission such high rewards?” Tess looks around, observing the absolutely barren landscape of the moon. “Dee-Bee, how do we get back to the mainland? And maybe do something about the exposed portal?”

“Jump.”

“Thanks, that was very useful.” Now glaring at the centre of the moon, Tess starts walking.

“Where you goin’, miss?” Ferah follows the tiger as it plods after it’s rider.

“Getting under Tree. Jumping straight up is easier than at such a sharp angle.” Pointing at the pancake of land containing Tree, Tess’s arm is stretched out at a diagonal angle.

Ferah jumps on the tiger’s back again. “I’m going to call you Blacky.”

“You are not calling my mount Blacky.”

“Don’t listen to her Blacky. She doesn’t appreciate you. Become my mount, please!”

Tess looks at the small beastkin with a thoroughly annoyed expression. She then shrugs her shoulder and casually jumps, speeding up into the sky.

“Wait! How am I going to get baaAAAAAAAAH!” Ferah’s complaining tone turns into a scream of terror as the cat she is sitting on follows its owner in jumping upwards.

Ket looks around, seeing that they gathered quite a crowd. The grass around the white, square apartment building housing all the stragglers is covered in gawking observers. Ket gives a lazy wave, drops a coin at his feet and slowly rises into the air. Fierce glares follow him as he speeds towards the mainland.


⁂
 

Angeta throws a seed at the newest group of reinforcements. The glowing kernel explodes into a constricting web of vines. “Tsk, so annoying.”

“Wha… wha… wha…” Gaping like a fish, a lightly furred humanoid with excessive female curves stares at the spectacle.

“So, you coming or what?”

“But… why? You stole my boyfriend…”

“That was before we all got enslaved, so forgive and forget, right?”

“Five times. Five times you snatched the guy I was going out with. You used your goons or your daddy to keep me down and-”

“Town’s chief daughter or baker’s daughter… They all knew who had more power.” She points at the beastkin in chains.

A vein becomes visible on the voluptuous female’s forehead, even under the matted fur. “You little shit… Free me already. I promise I won’t beat you up like I used to when we were alone.”

A wide grin spreads across Angeta’s face. “That is precisely why I am here! I want you to beat me up in front of a large crowd.”

“What weird fetish is that? I know you’re jealous because of your lacking assets, but I’m not into that kind of funny stuff, you know. And what will freeing me even accomplish? The tribes are a long way away and its beast horde season. Some magic seeds are not going to protect us from a mana mutant.”

“Oh, hohoho, you have no idea.” Angeta looks at her surroundings again. Fearing the worst, the gutcore cultivator had swept through the pleasure district stuck between the slums and noble portions of the city. Sowing chaos everywhere, she thanked her lucky stars that none of the empty-eyed slaves were people she knew.

She used a piece of jade to the forehead to pose important questions, such as: ‘Wanna get out of here?’ in order to find the ones who still had some fight left in them. Teach’s lessons in aura sensitivity also helped, she avoided a few of the bright-eyed captives due to a heavy aura of malice and beguilement. Some types of people thrived under such circumstances, Angeta found out.

She hid the ones she deemed worth saving in leaf cocoons covered in crude stealth squiggles. And then she found her old rival. The one girl in the village who didn’t care for her position and kept beating her through hard work and willpower alone. Angeta knows deep down that she never beat the woman once in a fair manner. She always needed her connections, social power and lackeys to come out on top.

Oh, how the roles have reversed. Or have they?

“Please learn to look past the past?”

“Oh, dear Ragni, please learn from the past and stop getting in my way.” The chained female’s tone is thick with mocking. “You said that each time you ordered your lackeys to block me.”

Angeta rubs her eyes a bit. Maybe she was a bit impulsive in her youth? Maybe she let her position as the chief’s daughter get to her head a bit? Maybe her jealousy of certain physical traits influenced her a bit much? “What’s important is that we beastkin have to stick together.”

“Now my dull and lacklustre fur isn’t an issue anymore? Or my disgustingly big glands?”

Maybe she also was a bit racist? Ah, no, Angeta tells herself, that’s going too far. All fur grows equal, but some fur is more equal than other fur.

“I’ll stop remembering that you threw all my school projects in the mud and stamped on them.”

Angeta thinks that these memories getting dredged up are a bit unpleasant. Instead of listening to the irritating accusations, she crouches down and puts a hand on her chest.

“Now that’s going too far! You know I like me-”

“Shut up, you hussy. What is the most important aspect of strength?” Angeta tries something she saw Teach do - layer her voice with power. The wooden planks around them turn a shade lighter as the green-tinted qi flows from her mouth. A single leaf starts growing from a floorboard.

“Connections.”

Angeta inhales, retracting all of the expended qi at once. “Connections? Braincore, then. Build one on your own later.”

Dazed from the display of coercion through brute force, the beastkin named Ragni - the old rival of the chief’s daughter - is assisted in forming a braincore. “Now follow me, we have some new students to transport and you need to beat me up in public.”

Dizzy from the sudden widening of her senses, Ragni stumbles as her chains stretch taught. Looking into the piercing eyes of the single most hated creature in her youth, she listens as she receives a crash course in fighting dirty, cultivator style, as they rampage through the city.


⁂
 

“HOOORSSIIEEEEE!”

The chaos around the trio dies down as everyone looks at the small, trembling beastkin girl. Hands shaking, she stretches fingers out towards the glossy and shining metallic equine. Ket wiggles a finger in his ear while scowling. “Database, is she really required?”

“Unit named Tess holds administrative rights over quest.” The dry voice sounds from a small fragment of jade Ket put in his ear, only audible to him.

Looking at the single person he doesn’t want to know about his misgivings, Ket decides to try some things. Face schooled into a crooked grin, he asks, “How you doing?”

Tess looks at him with an odd expression. Did he not get the inflexion right? The secret section of information he got access to in Database had clear instruction about the intonation. The ‘you’ had this inflexion, with the ‘doing’ part lowering tone in a sultry manner. The grin was also quite tricky to get right. Ket thought he found the right balance between charming and intimidating.

“Why are you looking at me like I am a pile of numbers?” Tess, on the other hand, wondered what had gotten into him. “Ferah, stop bothering Ket’s horse. You need some stuff for the road.”

Tess has to drag the giddy girl away from the shiny beast. Ket follows the duo, who is then followed by the black tiger and metal horse. They walk through the small collection of odd houses into the open-air storage area. The ruckus behind them slowly resumes as new students get inducted and debates get physical.

“Database, can you ask Teach to provide a ring for Ferah?” Holding a finger to his ear, Ket talks to himself. Ket then nearly shits himself as a hand falls on his shoulder.

“No need, I’m coming along!”

Ket looks up at the bearded visage and frowns. “Please don’t. You should try and bring some order to this madness.”

Teach seems to contemplate this for a moment. “Haha, no way. That sounds boring. Have you seen the progress everyone is making? The way qi influences species differently is also fascinating. And you are responsible for one of the major factions, take responsibility.”

Ket replies with sarcasm dripping from his voice. “Haha, no way. That sounds boring, and secret section four-oh-twenty-alpha-blue.”

“You didn’t do it right. That one’s a classic. It always works.” Teach cuts him off, looking around shiftily.

“I did it like this. ‘How you doo-in?’”

“Just like that, Tess didn’t react?” Teach and Ket are now whispering softy, heads bowed together.

“She basically asked what was wrong with me.”

Then Ferah appears in front of them, swinging a large axe with extreme enthusiasm. Tess runs after her like a worried mother hen. “Stop! Tell me where your core is, that’s important for choosing a weapon or armour!”

“No! It’s a secret!”

“Drop that! It’s sharp! No running with swords!”

Tess and Ferah jump around the piles of stacked goods. Then everyone freezes as a blinding purple light floods everything.









Chapter fifty-seven

[bookmark: _Toc5718798][bookmark: _Toc16934479]Secession 

R e-Haan is conflicted. That feeling in itself is fairly new. The situation she finds herself in is also new. The power surging through her head is also new.

The dragoness always saw herself as different. From her rare colour and elemental affinity combination at birth to the way she lived her life. She never used to sleep as much as all the other dragons and always wanted to know more. Instead of focussing on growing her own power base in hibernation, as all good dragons should, she wanted to do stuff instead of lying about all day, all week, all year.

Her banishment to the human kingdom of Shi-Eit as one of the watchers was a shock to no-one. Waking every ten years or so to check if the humans weren’t fucking up too severely is seen like work beneath the status of a dragon by nearly all of the Flight, only suitable for troublemakers and political enemies.

A shame that sleeping is still the most efficient way to progress in power, even with qi, she thinks wryly. Having spent most of the past few weeks asleep in Drew’s castle, she reached the core forming stage at a rapid pace. Even Drew told her she was one of the fastest progressing new cultivators he had ever seen.

That’s why, when Drew told her about the mass migration of mana mutants that he caused, she wasn’t angry at him per se. She was pissed off that he managed to have such an influence on the world she inhabited for so much longer than him. Angry at the fact that all these new feelings and experiences stemmed from this single person. Angry at their own confusion about all these things.

“We can fix this easily! I alone can beat those beasties up and restore the mana balance; no need to stay angry.”

Angry at the fact that this man, who could overpower her with his pinkie finger, keeps pretending to be scared of her wrath. Angry at the fact that she can’t find a single trace of this duplicity in the man’s aura when he is running before her scathing glare.

“Stop glaring at me like that, please! We can fix this in a thousand ways. You won’t get in trouble with the big guys back at Flight mountain, ‘kay?”

Angry that the man could indeed fix it easily, but still insists that he needed the help of her and the rest of the people he surrounds himself with.

Angry because the symbol of power that all on this world fear, the dragons, are like toy lizards to this man.

Angry at herself. Re-Haan stops in her tracks. She is angry at herself. Pausing all of the processes running through her mind, she assigns all thinking power to this idea. If everyone you meet is an asshole, you are the asshole. If everything you see makes you angry, you are the one causing that anger.

Each scenario and theory she throws at this problem gives her the same painful feedback.

It’s not them. It’s her. She is angry at herself, for some reason.

Why though? She is an amazing dragon, one of the pinnacle beings. A beautiful monster, engineered and slapped together by some ascended upstart.

Ah, there it is. She never should have tasked Database with analysing her DNA, after all.

“Hey, Rhea?”

She even compared her own DNA to the mutated mess of a mana mutant. Her DNA looked like a tangled knot of spaghetti in comparison.

“There was this amazing building back on the cultivation world. Its majesty was known to half the planet and all the big sects. Even mundane mortals continents away heard of its splendour. It stood on top of the tallest mountain around, its tip piercing the mesosphere. It looked like a palace for gods, its architectural perfection leaving a permanent mark on everyone who gazed upon its splendour.”

The mana mutant’s DNA, one of the fishes the students experimented on, was forcefully ripped apart and fused back together in random configurations by the mana imbalance. Her own code of life looks like someone took a couple of dozen random species, put them in a blender and then strung every single strand of DNA together into a single horrible mess.

“I visited it once. It was made from a very special and rare material. I managed to take a sample and analyse it. You know what it was made from?”

That horrible mess is her very flesh and bone, each cell and fibre a horrible corruption of life. She managed to push it away for a bit, consciously deciding not to think about it. This sudden bout of morose self-reflection brought it right back into focus though…

“SHIT!” Drew throws his hands up into the air and spins around for a bit. “Each beautifully transparent piece of masonry was made up from the shit, poop and excrement of some age-old beast. It’s colonic digestion compressing the indigestible detritus from its food into a material harder than diamond.”

What is he even talking about? The rambling sort of went in one ear and out the other. Luckily, with her braincore, she can rewatch the past few minutes as if rewinding a video. So, she does just that, distracting herself from the neurotic mess that her thoughts have become.

“So, what I am trying to say… It doesn’t really matter what you are made from. We are all exploded stars, after all. Every single molecule in your body has been forged in explosions powerful enough to obliterate worlds. Each atom in my body has probably been shit, piss, spit or sperm at some point in time. Looking back will prevent you from seeing the future. Shall I continue to spout platitudes, or do you get what I am trying to say?”

Sure, that kind of puts things in perspective, but those ways of looking at the subject are so far away, while the depressing truth seems so close.

“Maybe it was a mistake to tell other people about braincores? I only barely managed to cling onto sanity as is, a mind is a fragile thing. Just pumping more power into a consciousness without proper guidance is bound to cause instability. Just look at that stupid braincore cult…”

Now his aura feels immensely conflicted, a towering uncertainty riddled with guilt. He covers it up before too long, but she still felt it. Before Re-Haan realizes what she is doing, she has her arms wrapped around him. He tries to talk, but she shuts him up with her own mouth. He tries to move away but she holds him closer.

“H-Hey, what are you doing? Hmmmhpfh…”

That man, that towering existence, is just human after all. She, being a mighty dragon, should understand man’s fragility better than anyone. She knows how easily they break.

“Phuaaah. Let me take a breath once in a while, okay?”

“Shut up.”

“Alright.”


⁂
 

Situation defused! That could have gone so incredibly wrong. It took me too long to recognise the vicious cycle Rhea’s thoughts where taking. Any kind of existential issues are exacerbated by having idle brain space, and Database sent me a red flag on a DNA analysis she had issued.

The feelings of despair and helplessness it felt radiating from Rhea is the difference between knowing and understanding how much of a genetic freak she is. So, I decided to distract her with some high-grade charlatan self-help psychology nonsense. With a side dish of vulnerability from my side. Thank goodness it worked.

I know it worked because she is grinding on me and has been kissing me for the past five minutes. I can only commend her for turning that psychological trauma into sexual energy. More power to her, I’d say!


⁂
 

It’s two hours later now. I look at the surrounding jungle with a satisfied smile on my face. Well, there isn’t too much left of the jungle.

I look at the surrounding craters and splintered wood with a smile on my face. Rhea is snoozing against my chest, half asleep. I’m kind of sleepy myself but refuse to give in to the horrible time waster that is unconsciousness.

Instead, I decide to take stock.

So, I close my eyes and take nearly all of my augur energy. I then sink that into my necklace. Each small detail comes into view as the object is replicated atom by atom in my mind. I observe the perfect, flattened sphere of black material. The sunken tree half sticking out of the black metal shines with hidden power. The spatial distortion inside its small trunk is even brighter with potential energies.

I peer through that small hole in space into the pocket dimension. A little universe greets my eyes. A cult of mad science dogs, a hedonistic tribe of food snatchers and a zealous bunny church are also visible.

Let’s focus on that one later, shall we? I need to prepare mentally before I can handle that.

Tree is doing fine. The crown of mana crystals is petering out now, it’s glowing lines dimming slowly. Tree takes a portion for itself and distributes the rest evenly across the stretch of land surrounding it.

Database, my qi clone, has been hard at work building a large industrial complex between its roots. The spatial hole connecting this universe and the pocket dimension is pretty flexible. Absorbed materials don’t need to touch the necklace or Tree itself to be transported. Database has absorbed and ejected large amounts of seawater during the time it took us to get to this continent. Even now, I feel the ground beneath me shift as portions of it are taken. Plants sometimes vanish before my eyes as Tree demands them.

What began as a single tree floating in an empty void is now a vast tract of land. The thick pancake of earth surrounding Tree has a radius of twenty kilometres. The mountains finally look like they belong instead of the comically large pieces of rock on a small circle of dirt they were previously.

The sea surrounding the land has also grown. It used to be a small ring of floating water, but now a large tract of sea surrounds Tree. Beaches separate land from the sea. Half of these beaches are frigid, the other tropical. The moon influences the sea quite a bit now, helping it circulate around the lands.

The seawater is heated by the volcano and cooled by the ice mountain. This forms steam, which forms clouds. The clouds occasionally rain on the land, keeping the soil moist. Tree used to manually direct water through its lands. Now it happens automatically.

Two factors pushed this expansion, the absorption of more raw material and the infusion of qi. All matter is energy, and qi can create new matter. The intent behind the qi is important here, but neutral infusion causes growth and strengthens the affected material.

Beneath Tree’s roots is a large chamber filled with raw materials. That is my personal stockpile of pure elements. Dangerous stuff like chlorine and pure magnesium is stored in reinforced ceramic vessels or in inert compound forms like salts or oxides.

All the filtering happens through qi formations. For example, splitting seawater into its elemental forms is rather easy. Simply funnel any material through a formation that loosens molecular bonds and let it spray over a large periodic table made from qi. All the elements will be attracted by their respective elemental symbols. Then you just have to collect the raw, pure matter while preventing it from combusting or exploding. Pretty simple, right?

The moon is still the same size, a mere few kilometres in diameter. Any qi that comes near it is immediately absorbed by my qi clone. This makes the moon an excellent training ground. Qi spent on its white surface is immediately lost as my clone assimilates it, encouraging effective power usage.

The only thing I’m not totally satisfied with is the ambient qi level. They are dropping or keeping steady. I originally planned on letting this dimension develop for a decade before introducing new people, but now all my school members are sucking it dry.

Cultivation is taking energy for oneself, after all. Training, fighting, and living expends it while generating a tiny fraction more, but a sizable amount gets turned into permanent construction qi. This passive reinforcement is to blame for the dropping qi levels.

I know how to fix this problem temporarily, but stealing mana from this planet is not a long-term solution. I took a sizable percentage of ambient mana for myself by advancing to the foundation level. Raiding dungeons for their mana crystals also has a limit. The qi generated by the dimension itself can’t keep up with projected qi usage; it’s a problem I have not found a solution for yet.

All the power of this planet is enough to create a single pre-ascension level cultivator. No, stop thinking about that. I will find a solution sometime. My current natural lifespan is hundreds of years, and I can make my body physically immortal. I will find a solution.

I’ll speed up the qi corruption of the sun if I need to. All the problems that that will generate are for future me to figur-

“I’m going to impose order.”

Rhea’s voice shakes me from my ever-darker thoughts. “The what now?”

“I rule part of a continent. It’s a black mark on my life if the organisation, sect or school I’m part of is a chaotic mess.”

I look down at the dragoness laying on my chest. A purple light is flickering in her grey pupils. A purple fire of determination.

“The past has no grasp. Looking back makes us blind.”

Her hand reaches for the necklace still around my neck. I grab the slender limb before she can make contact. “First, we should make ourselves presentable.”

She looks down at our naked forms and blushes. I grin at the thought of an angry naked woman whipping groups of humanoids into shape.

“Do you have a spare dress? Mine is lying over there. And over there.”

“I do. I bought a lot of clothes and cloth in Tower City, what do you want?”

A short fashion show and qi-fuelled tailor session later, we are both dressed to the nines. I am wearing neat leather sneakers, maroon pants and a muted anthracite shirt. Rhea is wearing a Chinese inspired dress, jet black and mauve lines.

Maroon is dark red, anthracite is dark grey, jet black is a darker shade of grey and mauve is a light purple, by the way.

Double checking the fit of her dress by hand, I check Database for a status update. I smile widely. “Honey, we are just in time. Let’s go.”

She nods. I look her in the eyes and see plans rolling through her mind. “What are you going with? Reason, shock and awe, oppression or something different?”

“I’ll take advantage of my… racial traits, I think.”

“Let’s knock ‘m dead, then.”

We both grin like sharks.


⁂
 

“Database, can you ask Teach to provide a ring for Ferah?”

I slap a hand on Ket’s shoulder. “No need, I’m coming along!”

I then give some dating advice while watching Tess trying to mother Ferah. Ah, the innocence of youth.

Then Rhea makes her move and shoots up into the sky. Above Tree, above the large and complex web of intricate qi lines, she transforms into a dragon. Purple light outshines the smattering of small suns, brighter than the golden glow of Tree. I turn and gaze upwards, my eyes fixated on the fluid form of Re-Haan.

Through the veil of light, I see wings sprout from her back. Logically speaking, I should be feeling some kind of revulsion. The woman I just had sex with is now morphing into a lizard, each beautiful curve turning into gloopy slime. Instead, I feel a weird sort of awe. The small energy portal near her heart is not open. She is doing this with the power of her qi alone. She is performing a task that the ascended powerhouse responsible for the creation of this planet and her race barely managed.

The light dims, allowing the people around me to gaze upon her. Her form is slicker than before, larger too. She used to be big, but not huge. Now she is towering above the lands, immense wings moving vast tracts of air to stay aloft. Her massive maw opens to speak.

“Haha, Drew, I did it! I cracked the transforming code myself, whoohoo!”

Her happy voice thunders through the dimension, shaking the earth and swaying the trees. I reply in kind. “CALL ME TEACH!”

“Ahum, what I meant was… PITIFUL BEINGS. THOU HAVE FALLEN INTO NARROW-MINDED CORNERS, FAILING TO SEE THE WORLD FOR THE WELL THOU ARE IN. HEED MY WORDS.”

Looking around, I see everyone bowing to the spectacle. Tess and Ket are looking at each other, communicating without words. Ferah is secretly looking upwards while bowing with her butt in the air.

“THOU ALL SHALL COOPERATE AND PERFORM MISSIONS LAID UPON THOU BY THE DATABASE. FOLLOW ITS GUIDANCE WHILE WALKING THINE OWN PATH!”

My grin is getting painful. It’s so wide. Even I am in awe of the show she is putting on. I am super curious on how she plans on ending this.

“squuueeEEEEEEE” THUD-BOOOM

That is until a white streak speeds towards the floating behemoth and puts a large dent in its side. I see Rhea’s massive body bend under the blunt force delivered by tiny white paws.

“THE BUNNY HERETICS ATTACKED A DRAGON!”

“Science will prevail against dragons, bunnies and food both!”

“OBEY THE DRAGON!”

“COOK THAT DRAGON FOR LORD BORD!”

“I’M SORRY MY BEAUTIFUL GODDESS ANGETA, BUT I HAVE SEEN THE LIGHT, AND ITS NAME IS LOLA!”

“ALL HAIL THE WHITE AND PURPLE!”

“STOP RESISTING SCIENCE, YOU FOOLS. ALL IS CLEAR THROUGH NUMBERS!”

Rhea and Lola begin an epic battle in the sky as the people around us declare their allegiance. I pull out a bucket of popcorn and feel two gazes upon my back. I pull a comfortable couch from my ring and sit on one side. Ket and Tess flop down beside me and I pass them the bucket.

“She planned on civilising these savages or something?” Tess asks while chewing.

“Yeah,” I reply.

“Four factions instead of three has a wider equilibrium. Less chance of a majority happening this way. That is… positive?” Ket frowns while gazing at the spectacle.

A large tract of forest is crushed when Rhea crash-lands and jumps back into the air. Lola is punched through the thick layer of earth and into space seconds later, kicking the air and bursting through a fresh patch of the jungle a split second later. Large trails of dirt and plant follow the white projectile.

“At least it’s interesting…” I comment.

“That it is…” Tess also seems conflicted as Ferah crawls onto her lap, only to grab some popcorn.

“A dragon fighting a bunny is statistically unlikely anywhere but here, so yeah…”









Chapter fifty-eight

[bookmark: _Toc5718799][bookmark: _Toc16934480]Dissimilitudes 

R hea has a sullen look on her face. Her slumped shoulders, pouting lips, and downcast eyes paint a picture of a demure beauty. The bunny lounging on top of her head gives it a slight comedic vibe. The ravaged and ruined landscape behind her give the scene an edge of intrigue and violence.

I take a mental snapshot and store it away, uploading it in high detail, safe in my soul.

“You made an impressive entrance, flapped your yap for a bit and then got the shit kicked out of you by a rabbit… The only thing you changed is that my school is now divided into four factions instead of three. Happy?”

And now she is glaring at me. The sullen look turned into true irritation and annoyance. Ah, why is true beauty such a short-lived and fleeting phenomenon? She shifts her glare towards the moon overhead. It’s half lit by the cluster of suns, one side bright white, the other dark blue with reflected light. I sense my qi clone communicating with her through a brief mental link.

“Let’s go beat those mana mutants.”

“Okay, let’s.” I smile at her while taking her hand. Looking around, I see a large audience peering at us. I glare at the onlookers, a colourful collection of humans and humanoids with animal traits. Each time one of them makes a move to bow down, my fierce scowl freezes them in place. Lola hops down to the ground and saunters back into the woods. A quarter of the spectators follow her.

Every single new student of my school is still in the qi-gathering stage. Database is keeping a close eye on everyone so far, and the mix between braincores, heartcores and gutcores is pretty even. Heartcores are slightly overrepresented, but that is explained by the fact the both Bord and Lola, two main leading figures, are heartcore cultivators. I can’t help but smile as I see that the gutcores are the fewest in number.

Database also informs me that none of the new batches have tried a different system. Well, that’s an easy fix. I add a mission that automatically gives anyone who has reached the liquid qi stage in all three systems a large number of points. I word it so that Database will not give any hints about dual or triple core systems, I just want to encourage some people to try another cultivation system. Ket and Tess both perk up as they receive partial credit. 

“Teach, I’ll go ahead. Rhea, get this one some gear, here…” Tess hands Ferah over to Rhea. The small girl is still munching on popcorn while squirming in Tess’s grasp. Rhea automatically takes the beastkin offered to her, only to put her down immediately. Tess then waves to Ket and disappears into the shadows.

I start pondering why a dragon has such a reflex. People usually automatically take whatever is handed them, why did she do the same, though? I barely notice as Rhea starts to fuss over Ferah and Ket sneaks after Tess as I start formulating theories.


⁂
 

Tess is floating through the shadows. No, not floating, she thinks. It’s like gliding across a smooth surface. A surface that’s not flat but has three dimensions. And a fourth one where the shadows are thick. Like someone pasted paper across the world, allowing her to move across it like running ink. And the shadows are where the paper is thinnest, letting her squeeze through, back and forth between the real world and the shadow realm.

She pops her head out of a dim area, the light prevented from reaching the cobblestones by a large heap of rubble. Spotting and sensing nobody nearby, she jumps out entirely and crouches in the alley. She quickly writes the description she just came up with down on a piece of paper. Stuffing the charcoal pencil and paper back into her spatial ring, she walks out of the alley into the street.

Looking around at the large amount of damage still being repaired, she wanders through Tower City. Some buildings are missing, some are being repaired and some still bear the scars from hurricane-like wind and dragons’ breath. The streets are clean for the most part, fused metal and rock visible between the cracks here and there.

Having entered the city from Ket’s shack, she travels swiftly towards the more affluent part of town. The sixth dark alley she checks has the person she is looking for.

“Noll…”

“Tess! …Ahum, Tess, you’re alive! That’s great!”

She’s pretty sure she’d have been fooled a couple of months ago. Tess suddenly feels pretty emotional and decides to try something. She pulls the liquid qi from behind her navel, up through her guts and heart, through the neck into her head. She gives it a spin.

The world slows down a bit as Tess calms her roiling emotions. The fact that she can physically feel the shadows around her at the moment, well… she just ignores that for now. First, she has to decide what to do with the boy in front of her.

All the signs are there, clear to see. Noll avoids eye contact, starts sweating a bit, is suddenly blinking longer and more frequent… She can go on. Even in the dim light of the alleyway, it’s all self-evident. This kid sent her to her death. He gave her a contact that was specifically hired to off her and let her carcass rot in the dungeon.

Honestly, Tess doesn’t even need those physical signs. The aura the kid is emitting makes his true nature obvious enough. The greasy feeling at the core of his being that Tess now senses spiked the moment he started lying.

“Where is this Nik?”

“Haha, Nik? I don’t know any Nik!”

“Blond guy, the last Lycan contact before I… went away for a bit.”

“Ah, ha-ha, that one. He was just a random guy. Heard about your repu-” WHAP “Ooofffff.”

Enough is enough. Her old smile back on her face, she stares down into Noll’s now purple visage. The qi in her head is coating her lungs and vocal cords. “Who is Nik?”

Dark vapour wafts from her mouth and Noll’s eye’s go blank. “Fifth Delver Cohort. You sneaked on a team of theirs.”

“Did you at least get paid properly?”

“Half a gold. And my mum’s safety.”

Disgust, pity and fury fight for supremacy on Tess’s face. Pity wins for a bit, so she drops the kid. Disgust comes to the forefront, so she kicks him around a bit. Then fury reigns supreme as she speeds over to the headquarters of the Fifth Delver Cohort, a large building at the edge of the noble’s district.

The Fifth Delver Cohort is one of the many organisations sending people into the dungeon. Not really an adventurer’s guild, it is more akin to a mercenary employment agency. Each new hopeful recruit that decides to make it rich in the dungeon is but a simple sum of profit and loss, measured with the average chance of dying in the dungeon. Which, for new delvers, is quite high.

All the chaos in the city was not good for the organisation. It was operating on narrow margins before the city went to hell, so the many interruptions and the shattering of the Tower put it in financial ruin. The previous glorious headquarters got hit by a massive shard of Tower. The large, near-white spike disintegrated into pure mana seconds later, but the damage had been done.

Not willing to keep investing in a sinking ship, the leaders, owners and top delvers cut their losses, looted the place and went their merry way. Noll, as it turned out, was not one of those successful people. Despite all the things he did for them.

“Hey, Nik. How did that sneak run go? Did you get out safely after throwing monster bait on me?”

Nik has seen some shit, but the fake, rigid smile on the black-haired girls face is enough to make him piss his pants. A black dagger twirls into existence as it spins through her fingers. Each step she takes makes Nik seriously consider shitting his pants too.

“Chill, Tess. You haven’t reached solid stage yet.”

Tess freezes at that voice. Shifting her fury to the newcomer, she stands there, fuming.

“The Fifth got fucked. Everyone knows that you two went in, and only he came out. A newbie and an experienced sneak - they know what went down. Let’s just go. He will be lucky if he merely starves to death here.”

Tess clenches her fist and prepares a punch. She stops halfway through the motion. “Okay, let’s go.”

Spitting on the ground, she leaves. Ket follows her by jumping down from the third floor of the abandoned building.

As the duo leaves the ramshackle ruin behind them, Tess turns to Ket. “I nearly forgot, thanks.”

Ket makes an inquisitive noise.

“The no killing thing. I got a bit angry.” She stops and turns around. The Fifth’s headquarter used to be a large mansion, complete with training grounds and a pond. Now, half the manor is gone, the surrounding walls are crumbling, and the pond is dry.

Surrounded by wide roads and lavish gardens, it still doesn’t stand out that much, because all the other buildings are also in varying amounts of disrepair.

“That little shit should really get out of the building. You never know when a dump like that might collapse.”

Ket nods at this. “Agreed, the structural integrity of that place is compromised. Why is that guy taking shelter on the third floor?”

“I don’t know. He really should know better though. Where’s Teach?”

“He and the rest are at the east gate. Let’s go.”

The duo strides off through the bustling city. Dark wisps come from some supporting beams inside the half-broken structure, unseen by all.

“I could have killed him for you…” Ket’s voice is a combination between a mumble and a whisper.

“Oooh, look at me, mister big solid core forming stage.” Tess puts on a long face, imitating Ket’s usually placid attitude. They stare at each other and chuckle. “Thanks, but no need. Here is the latest description I came up with.” Tess pulls the piece of paper describing the feeling of shadow traversal from her ring and hands it to Ket.

Ket raises an eyebrow and reads the note. “This isn’t scientific at all. Feelings? I can’t calculate anything with this. The world covered in paper?”

They hear a loud rumbling sound not a minute later, followed by faint screams. The duo keeps walking as they continue to bicker.


⁂
 

Sitting on top of my big, blue bear, I let my gaze roam the flat landscape. Green grass, clusters of trees here and there and a mountainous horizon. Rhea is sitting behind me, arms around my waist.

“Drew, wha-”

“‘Teach’ in public, please.”

“…what is this hat made of? It survived the fight, the thing that came after and my transformation without a single scratch.”

I look at the fedora in Rhea’s hands. Her flawless and slender fingers spin the hat around as she studies it.

“Ah, that’s spun from the mystical tri horned unicorn tail. A unicorn with three horns, truly rare. I showed it how to play poker, and we had a nice fifty-year game going on. Then I drugged it and cut off its tail. It hounded me for a hundred years after that.”

Good memories. That ancient beastie could have squished me with a single bat of its eyelids. Cheating at cards without it finding out is truly one of the hardest things I’ve ever done.

Looking back, I see Ket, Tess and Ferah following. Ket sits on the back of his metallic horse, lounging as he plays with some metal objects. Tess has her hands full with keeping Ferah in check. I see her pull a length of rope out of her ring. I was wondering how long it would take her to lose patience with the hyperactive kid.

“And yours?”

I touch the cap on my own head. “This one is made from the pubi… You know what? Let’s not talk about my hat, okay?”

Glancing at Rhea behind me, I can see the moment she deduces what I meant to say. A complicated look flashes across her face. “And you decided to put that stuff on top of your head?”

“A single strand has a tensile strength of several thousand megapascals! It’s amazing stuff. You don’t want to know how much trouble it was to get my hands on that material.”

“I said I like hanging around you because it’s interesting, but not that kind of interesting.”

Her words don’t really hurt, but the fact that she scuttles backwards and is now keeping a half-metre gap between us kind of does. I touch the cap one more time, shrug and put it in my ring. There is no soul fuckery going on in this continent, so little need for the thing anyway.

Looking ahead, the mountains are getting closer. I can almost smell the magical corruption in the air.

“Teach, what causes mana muties?” Tess has pulled up beside me, a trussed up and flopping Ferah behind her.

“You lived on this world for a lot longer than me. Shouldn’t you have figured it out by now?”

“Our experiments produced a lot of data, but we never found out what causes it. Ket tried to explain some stuff about mana fields, but he sucks at explaining.” Ket does not react to this accusation in a very obvious manner, looking everywhere but here.

I ponder the question for a bit. I decide to get a feel for her understanding first. “What is the difference between order and chaos?”

“HMMHMHmhmhmmhhMH!” Ferah joins, mumbling through the cloth covering her mouth.

“Everybody does what they are told or everybody does whatever they want?” Tess removes the cloth from Ferah’s mouth while looking like a deep-thinking scholar.

“Its neat rows compared to willy-nilly placed crops!” Ferah chimes in with her own version.

I nod sagely. “Correct and very wrong at the same time. A farmer would agree that neat rows are ordered. An ecologist would decry that as an unnatural perversion of the perfect order created by nature. Anyway, what it comes down to is this. It all depends on perspective.”

They are not getting any of this, are they? Let’s go with naked facts then… “All living things, human, beastkin, plants and animals contain deoxyribonucleic acid, also known as DNA. DNA is a very, very long string of instructions. All living bodies follow these instructions, causing things to grow and multiply. An excess of dark mana will loosen the connection between these instructions. Too much light mana would prevent them from changing at all, preventing organisms from multiplying.

“Usually, dark and light mana keep each other in check. Too much dark mana will cause this long string of instruction to randomly break and reconnect, causing wild mutation. Nearly all mutations are unable to keep living, their bodies warped beyond their ability to sustain life. They’re being sustained by the dark mana itself. A small percentage will be a viable specimen and thus birth a new species.

“But Tess, I deduced all of this from the test data you and Selis uploaded to the Database. How come you are asking me?”

“Selis did all the recording and stuff. I just messed around with mana and fishes. It was pretty fun. Selis did talk about cells that changed shape but didn’t really explain it to me.”

“I understood some of those words!” Ferah shouts while bending her neck to look at us.

I shrug. “Whether you understand or not is not important. You can see the mutations right over there.” We have travelled quite a way now and are nearing the forest shrouding the eastern mountains foothills. Glowing eyes have been peering at us for quite a while, all of them blue. A wide variety of fucked up beasties walks out of the forest, all of them containing blue elements.

“Did the river run dry already?” Tess’s voice contains fear now.

Ket begins explaining his understanding of this phenomenon. “They all have a high affinity with w-”

“Blue muties can swim!” Only to be cut off by Ferah.

“One bite of food or ten points for each one you take down.” I know what is coming, but I’m still disappointed by the sudden enthusiasm that comes over Tess and Ket. A wind whips my clothes as the one sitting behind me also speeds towards the forest.

“Et tu, Rhea?”

“Mister beard? Can you cut me free? Blacky is nice and soft, but my arms are falling asleep.”

Left alone with a blue bear, a metal horse, a black feathered cat and a trussed up little girl, this scene suddenly looks all kinds of wrong…









Chapter fifty-nine

[bookmark: _Toc5718800][bookmark: _Toc16934481]Contention 

B ord is intensely happy. Truly happy indeed. Sitting on his mighty throne, he muses on the long and winding trail that got him where he is today. From his childhood as the son of a poor family to being chosen by a mighty noble. Then, the several years of being pampered by said mighty noble were pretty good. The only downside of that time of his life was the fact that he was being fattened like a pig for slaughter.

Bord does not like thinking about that, so he doesn’t. His reflective mood vanishes like smoke in the wind as his wonderful subordinates bring him new food.

“Puwt it down dere…” Waving his fat sausage fingers to the side, Bord keeps shoving food in his mouth. Scratching his fourth chin, he rolls himself around on his throne so he can look at the newest pile of offerings. The excellent new students that decided to give him food after he beat them up a bit brought more fruit. And some vegetables.

The few times they attempted to hunt the few birds in this place, well, they got their asses handed to them. One even attempted to hunt Teach’s stupid rabbit. That went well. Bord’s large stomach ripples as he chuckles to himself while glancing at the guy. The man with fluffy lion ears still has a rabbit foot imprinted on his forehead.

“How’s de dagon faksion?”

“The dragon slaves have taken over the spin-ward moonrise side of the plateau, the cold beaches at Frost Mountain, oh lord. Their town is growing.”

Bord nods in satisfaction. His troupe holds the centre, the rabbit lovers are near the volcano and the new dragon factions are somewhere near the cold mountain. All of Angeta’s old worshippers have now defected to either his or Lola’s faction. And then there are the braincores. Bord shivers and decides not to think about the braincores. Instead, he motions for his servants to bring him more food.

“Enough! He grows fat and weak. It is time for the era of me, Glorious Arnoldson Alan!”

Bord looks at the upstart through fat eyelids. The man looks to be a heartcore, so he should be able to take a beating. Bord knows that he now should take measure of the fellow. Then he should calculate the amount of force needed to subdue the muscular blue-tinted human without doing any lethal damage. 

But Bord does not do any of this. Instead, he waves his hand at random. Triangular qi constructs flicker around his moving limb for a split second. The shockwave caused by the gesture is channelled into a single direction, straight into the loud guy’s face.

The sound that follows is a combination of a slap and a crunch. Glorious Arnoldson Alan careens backwards, his face obviously dented. The focused wind blast makes him do one and a half backflips and half a corkscrew. This allows him to smash face first into a tree. Drooling and bleeding from his broken face, Glorious Arnoldson Alan faints face first into the dirt.

“Go tawke care oh him…” The words are barely audible as they are squeezed through throat and cheeks that grow ever fatter. The surrounding people are used to his modus of speech by now and understand his orders.

Bord’s sensitive ears hear rustling in the bushes, and he manages to catch a glimpse of someone sneaking away. Damn braincores, Bord is getting tired of their constant stalking.

Instead of feeding the growing feeling of irritation, Bord continues eating. Ever since Teach taught him how to digest food with qi, he realised he found his calling. The fighting technique he received what feels like so long ago is based on spinning and momentum. The second technique he decided to learn was the one Selis learned first, based on heavy, brute and dumb movements. This was when he realised that he could control his weight.

More mass means more weight.

So Bord decided to become the world’s strongest heartcore cultivator through sheer size. Bord thinks he is well underway in the completion of this goal. He scratches his fifth chin for a bit.

Becoming stronger than Teach in this lifetime is very unlikely, this managed to get through even Bord’s thick skull. But Lola, the strongest heartcore cultivator so far, only got a little head start on him. A devious glint flashes through the fatty’s eyes as he accesses Database. The green gem hidden in his hairline flashes unseen as he asks Database’s weird flat voice a few mental questions.

‘Can I beat Lola yet?’

‘Five points.’

‘Yeah, kay.’

‘Points deducted. Measured qi levels are equal.’

That’s the best news Bord has heard all day. Finally, his levels of qi are the same as that annoying rabbit. A normal rabbit should be covered in scales or chitin, not fur. Shivering at the thought of that freaky combination, Bord rolls from his throne.

The ground shakes as ripples undulate across his girth, his impact with the floor whipping up a minor dust cloud. The surrounding people freak out and start fussing over him. Bord rolls to his feet and stands. Holding up his gut, he starts waddling towards the volcano towering over the trees.


⁂
 

“Listen here, Angeta. I’m very grateful for the rescue. Protecting me during our escape is also something I really appreciate. I would like some explanation though. What the fur is going on?”

“Listen here, Ragni…” Angeta’s voice is a mocking caricature of Ragni’s sensual but slightly panicked voice. “You better be grateful for the rescue. You would have been auctioned once the hall repairs finished. You know full well where slaves with your assets go.” Casting a glance at her old rival’s chest, Angeta puts down the bundle she is carrying.

The two beastkin are standing on a slightly rounded white surface. The portal they came through is no longer a white line standing in the middle of nowhere. An ornamental arch made from stone houses the spatial rift. The other end is still in Ket’s old shack, so Ragni was quite flabbergasted once she was led through.

“Help me, you lazy cow.”

Ragni keeps staring at the spectacle around her for a moment longer. The golden tree, the small suns, the endless void, it’s quite a bit to take in. Turning, she sees Angeta pull another vine wrapped bundle through the white portal.

“What are those?”

“Ah, you know. The usual people Teach would kidnap. Slaves, political prisoners, unwilling participants in arranged child marriages. All good people though, I left the backstabbing bitches to rot in the bed they made.”

Ragni feels a sudden urge to run away. Ignoring that gut feeling, she walks back through the white line, amazed at the way it opens around her. Amazed at the fact that now she is standing in Tower City again as if the floating mountainous tree island was but a dream. She shakes herself free from the daze and looks at the bundles stacked high inside the little hut.

“Those are people?” Ragni grabs one from the top of the stack and tosses it through the white opening.

“Hmm, yeah. Put this on your forehead once back on the moon.”

Grabbing the green stone handed to her, she stuffs it in the folds of the dirty rags she is wearing and continues hauling bodies.


⁂
 

“Why? Why by all the tails do you want me to do this? I appreciate that you freed me and introduced this entire qi and cultivation thing to me, don’t get me wrong. It nearly makes up for the years of making my life miserable, but why?”

“You know how we work. Beating up a guy is the least effective way to get rid of them. Getting beaten by a guy is also not effective, that just means they conquered you and will also never leave you alone. The only way to get rid of these pervs is to distract them. Who better to take this mighty burden off my shoulders than a cow like you?”

Ragni’s tail starts bristling. “Is that why you took the clothes Database offered me?”

“What clothes? Database, did Ragni pass the test?”

A flat, synthetic voice can be heard. “Minimum base knowledge test completed. Access to Tree granted.”

“Great, off you go!” Angeta smiles widely and approaches. Ragni’s tail puffs up further in some sort of danger-sensing response.

“Angy, what are you doing? Stay awaaaAAAAAAAAAAAAaaaaaaayyy-”


⁂
 

“LOLAAAAH!! IMMA GOWNA BEET YA.” Bord’s blubbering voice thunders across the hot foothills of the volcano. A large group of beastkin and humans wearing white fluffy clothes look at him.

“Squueee!”

“Nah-uh. Downt cawe wha Teetch sayd. Fite me!”

Lola’s ears poke up from behind a rock up the slope. Bord starts walking towards them.

“Come here, fite meee!”

Lola lets out an irritated snorting sound and hops on top of the rock. Looking down on the fat boy imperiously, she wiggles her nose at him. The spectators, both of Lola’s and Bord’s faction, all clear the area. Lola stamps her foot once but lowers her posture as Bord keeps approaching her. Now huffing and puffing slightly, Bord keeps his vision trained on the small rabbit.

“FIITE MEE YOU STUUPID RABBI-”

His shrill voice is cut off as furry paws slam into his chest. The thick blubber undulates and bounces around as Bord backflips. Landing in a wobbly version of the superhero pose, Bord swipes at Lola. The rabbit dodges the blast of air with ease, turning into a white streak aimed for his midsection. Bord manages to dodge the incoming headbutt by falling to the ground faster than physically possible. Lola avoids the punch thrown by the grounded Bord in return.

Long story short, tales of the mighty match between Lord Bord and the Lady Lola were talked about in two versions. One tale tells of the might of the small rabbit, able to land hit after hit, wearing the evil giant down over time. The other tale is of the heroic hero, taking hit after hit without fail, but unable to beat his slippery and treacherous adversary. In the end, though, neither party did much damage.

None of Lola’s kicks managed to penetrate the fluid armour surrounding Bord. None of Bord’s powerful attacks were fast enough to hit the nimble rabbit.

So, half an hour later, the rocks around them are ground to sand and the few plants obliterated, both combatants stare at each other as they catch their breath. Lola’s previously pristine fur is now matted with dust and dirt, Bord’s previously tight clothes now hanging slack across his diminished frame.

Bord’s fists start to pulse with a mystical energy, each new flare of power causing his feet to sink further into the soil and rock. Lola’s forehead sparkles as a horn of pure white starts to form.

“BRING IT YOU FWUCKING RABBIT!”

“SQUUEEEEEEE!”

The two cultivators kick the ground with enough force to splinter more rock into dust as they propel themselves at the other party.

“-aaaaaAAAAAAAAH” KER-PLOINK

Only to be smashed into the ground by a flailing beastkin goddess in skimpy rags.

GULP

All the male observers swallow at the sight. Even the females shift about restlessly as they observe the voluptuous female rub her butt.

“Stupid Angeta, that hurt. Ah, she told me to grab the rabbit here and the fatty here. Done. Now what?” Standing up, the few scraps of dirty fabric stretch taut around her assets. She holds the still dazed Lola in one hand, her fingers pinching the little critters neck. Bord’s neck is pinched tightly with her other hand, his form also barely conscious. Ragni looks at the scenery surrounding her. Her tail once again doubles in size the moment she sees rivulets of lava dripping from the massive mountain behind her. Her tail reduces in size as she notices that she is the centre of attention of a few hundred people.

“Uuhm, hello? I’m new here, my name is Ragni, Angeta saved me and now here I am, I guess? What should I do with these two?” She pumps the bit of qi she has access to through her arm and legs as she hauls Bord upwards. Absolute silence greets her as she looks at the dumbfounded faces surrounding her.

Ragni shrugs her shoulders, throws both boy and rabbit to the side and strides towards the massive Tree towering over the forest. Moments later, she is walking through the forest while inspecting her own core space. Suddenly, a massive thundering of voices and footsteps comes from behind her.

“ALL HAIL RAGNI.”

“SHE DEFEATED BORD AND LOLA.”

“PRAISE THE GODDESS RAGNIIIII!”

“NOOO, SHE BEAT THE FLUFFY ONE.”

“BRING MORE FOOD FOR LORD BORD.”

“Angeta, I will get my revenge!” Shaking her fist at the moon, glowing white overhead, she starts running as the jungle behind her gets trampled by many feet.









Chapter sixty

[bookmark: _Toc5718801][bookmark: _Toc16934482]Assuage 

“I  should stop worrying about this planet as a whole,” I mutter this under my breath while looking at the spectacle. The annoying voice beside me confirms my suspicion that beastkin have sensitive ears.

“Why, mister beard?”

“Call me Teach, brat. Did forests do something to me in a previous life?”

“Whatcha talking about?”

“They keep getting destroyed. Just look at those tree-crushing savages. This is barely my fault, indirectly at most.”

“Stopping those muties is worth it! All trees should go away if that stops the hordes.”

“The destruction of all trees will have a rather detrimental effect on this planet’s ecosystem. I don’t think humanoids will survive that. Massive soil erosion, depleting oxygen levels, extinction of nearly all tree dependant organi-”

“Still worth it!”

Well, Ferah has been on this planet a whole lot longer than I have, so let’s give her this point for now. I need to gather more data before I can crush her idealistic little views with pure facts and science. I set up a priority bounty mission for all information about mana mutants.

Immediately, updates flow through my link to Database. The students Ket taught are rapidly supplying lots of unverified data on the beast horde phenomenon. So those creepy cultists can be useful after all. I order Database to extrapolate and fill in the blanks through brute force number crunching.

The majority of my students are beastkin. A third are standard non-animals-parts human. There are very few standard humans, most of the slaves I rescued are either bred slaves from the mage isles or captured tribesmen from afar.

Somehow, my own qi clone felt the need to expound on this data a lot. It feels apologetic, almost. All of this to explain why there is very little information about the subject I requested, data on beast hordes in the Shi-eit Kingdom… There is information about the migration patterns of mutant aquatic beast schools and swarms in the ocean, an excellent summary about how certain beastkin tribes hunt the hordes for prestige and worshipping rituals practised by far-off savages.

And then there is but a bare summary of the human kingdom’s beast hordes itself. I dig a bit deeper and see that this information has been submitted by Danarius. The rest of the old mages are still refusing to cooperate and seem to be inciting a small rebellion on the moon. More shit I will have to deal with. I sigh deeply.

Shaking myself back to the present moment, I look forward. Another tree bites the dust as Rhea kicks a blue otter through its trunk. The massive chunk of wood is then pierced by a small storm of iron shrapnel. Grey fog shines brightly between Ket and his new floating club. More trees die as the iron-studded trunk is sent flying at high speed by the boy. It smears a couple of blue-flecked chickens into a paste before smashing another three trees into splinters.

“You want to go join them?” I slice Ferah’s binding open with a sharp thread of qi.

I don’t even need to shout at my qi now; ever since I stepped into the foundation realm, I need but think of an image to change my qi’s intent. The image of a monomolecular edge is enough to transform the thread of power into a perfect cutting weapon.

“Nope.”

“What cultivation system are you using, anyway? I don’t sense a core in you.”

Ferah’s eye starts to sparkle as she answers the question animatedly. “I wanted a heartcore, but Bord is stupid, and I don’t wanna be stupid. Ket is also very stupid, and I don’t want to wear a black robe like all those creepy guys. Tess has one in her stomach, but everyone who did that had to sit on the toilet for hours.”

“Are you going anywhere with this?”

She nods her head up and down like a chicken. “I asked Dee-Bee if there were more ways to do that cultivator thing. I tried a few, and they were just fancy and difficult gut or heartcores. But there was this thing called meridens. So, I made my maridinans my core!”

“It’s meridians. And they don’t exist.”

“Nu-uh! They totally do! I asked Dee-Bee to measure me, and he told me that my caltiveter method was like… one in ten more efficient than the core I tried.”

I stare at the little girl. Make your meridians a core? What the fuck… “Can I check?”

“Wha?”

“Do you mind if I check what you’ve been doing?”

“Nuh?”

I put my hand on her head, in between her twitching ears. What animal is she anyway? Shrugging off that question, for now, I send my augur through her body. I weave it in a grid through her flesh and bone, giving me a three-dimensional CAT-scan of her entire being.

A web of qi-enriched glowing lines flows through her entire body, following her nervous system. Her spine lights up brighter than the rest. I sense qi flowing from her spine through nerve bundles. Where the nerves end, the bands of qi flow back in reverse. It’s a really complicated web of loops, branching into finer streams of qi before merging on the way back to her spine. The lines follow whatever physical organ is in its path and I see that the lymph nodes contain a large number of branching points. The kidneys are a focal point of the returning streams, and I sense non-essential compounds and impurities being deposited there.

Absolutely speechless, I stand there for five minutes, scanning the system she made in ever higher detail. Her increased squirming snaps me from my baffled daze. I pull my hand back from her head as I dump the entire scan of her system into Database’s storage. Only when all the data is offloaded and my augur is retracted do I notice the extremely uncomfortable expression on her face.

“Ah, was that uncomfortable? Sorry about that, what you have done is very interesting.”

She squirms a bit while looking around. “Nah, it only tickled a bit. I agree with the tree thing now. They shouldn’t destroy them all.”

Looking up, I see that Ket, Tess and Rhea have devastated a lot of forests. Previously, we were standing a couple of dozen metres from the edge of the forest. Now I oversee nearly a kilometre of finely splintered wood before the forest resumes.

“I will teach them to respect nature a bit. More work…”

“I don’t care about that; I need to pee and there are no trees left nearby.”

Only now, I notice that she is shifting about uncomfortably while squeezing her legs together. I sigh deeply.


⁂
 

Selis stares at the dark, swirling fog in front of her. She pokes a finger through the opaque mist, retracting it immediately. Staring at her finger, she realizes how the Tower dungeon got access to a large sample of Teach’s qi. Only the structural qi she manually deposited inside her flesh and bones remains in the digit; the rest is absorbed by the spatial manipulation.

Pouting to herself, she turns around and starts sprinting back up the stairs. She runs back up through every dungeon floor she conquered so far.

The seventy floors take her half an hour to run through, a fraction of the time she spends in coming that far down. The small crystal core inside her head is gradually surrounded by liquid qi as the many mana crystals surrounding her head in a watery crown continue to shrink.

Back on the first floor, she stops. Putting the leftover crystals into her ring, she wraps the water around her body, hidden under her clothes. She crouches down and starts hugging the walls, becoming just another sneak avoiding attention.

People seem to avoid her instinctually as she glides through the crowd surrounding the Tower. She slinks off towards the slums while covered in a faint blue glow. Water flows under her feet as she glides through the streets.

Much like Tess, she also has trouble finding Ket’s old hut. Two times, she glides past it, only seeing it after infusing qi into her eyes to pierce through the stealth field. She shivers a bit as she walks into the damp, dank, and smelly hovel, making sure to keep away from the walls and turning to the side when walking through the gaping doorways. She nearly stumbles over the two doors laying on the floor.

Her expression brightens as she sees the white crack in space. Poking a finger through, she musters her courage. She jumps through, catching her balance as she is suddenly standing on the moon. She blinks as she orients herself, gasping slightly as she turns around. “Ooh, that arch is beautiful! Who made that?”

“Design submitted by mister Archibald.”

Selis freezes the moment she hears the flat voice. “Don’t scare me like that, Dee-Bee! Who is Archi-Actually, I don’t care. How much points for these?” Selis rubs her ring and drops a large pile of mana crystals on the ground.

“Mana crystals price inflated due to dropping qi levels. Scanning… A total of four thousand and fifteen points. Accept?”

“Accept! Give me one of those metal weapons Teach has been messing around with and give me a portal stone. I’m heading to the Capital next.”

“Prototype mass-produced gun, a thousand points. Portal stone, free. Transaction complete.”

A circle of moonstone twists as it separates from the rest of the moon’s surface and disappears underground, taking the small pile of colourful crystals with it. It emerges only seconds later, carrying a brutal-looking gun, several rectangular metal objects and an intricately carved rock.

Selis lifts the large weapon with two fingers and enthusiastically starts looking inside the barrel. She wiggles the slide and trigger a bit while keeping the thing pointed at her face. “Uhm, how does this thing work? I want to intimidate some people without giving away that I’m capable of magic.”

The mass of condensed qi inside the moon’s core makes a connection with the girl, relaying the information requested. Selis is a bit shocked at the speed and urgency with which Database relays the information, thankful for the added thinking capacity the crystal centre of her braincore provides.

Going over the information, she pales as she realizes where she is pointing the large calibre pistol. She checks the safety and drops the magazine, paling further at the fact that her brains were nearly splattered all over the pristine white surface of the moon. She jacks the slide backwards and catches the flying bullet. She pales a third time.

“Dee-Bee, add a safety protocol please, don’t hand out stuff like this without giving the necessary information first. Also, don’t hand these out while they are fucking loaded. Maybe even restrict it with a test? I nearly killed myself, ya know… It won’t kill a heartcore at core forming, I think, but we braincores are pretty squishy…”

“Noted…”

Still trembling a bit, she slides in a magazine and puts the weapon in her ring. She studies the intricate stone for a bit before putting that away too. The rest of the magazines and the single bullet joins the rest.

She then schools her expression into a mask, wiping away the last traces of fright.

“Student Selis, requesting completion of priority mission.”

About to step back through the portal, she halts. “What’s going on?”

Selis receives another packet of information through the mental link with Database. Moments later, she is grinning like mad as she strides across the moon’s surface.


⁂
 

A bulky man, soft and furry ears adorning the sides of his head, groans as he wakes up. He lies there for a moment, in the blissful ignorance that comes after sleep. Then everything crashes back into focus.

The village overrun. His good axe still at the blacksmith. The human on horseback knocking him out. The long imprisonment in the moving cart, still dazed by the severe head wound. Receiving only the barest care and sustenance needed to survive. The auction. The single Tower delve he went on.

Then there was a vaguely familiar silhouette as he lay there, fevered from the severe injuries he received from the dungeon. He thought he saw that spoiled brat, that delicate big city girl that was his chief’s daughter. But surely that can’t be.

Expecting his sides, legs and right arm to still hurt from the injuries he received, he cracks open a single eye. The wide-open sky looks very strange. Why are those stars as bright as the sun? Is that a round piece of jungle? The man thinks it looks a lot like a set of genitalia, the two large mountain and central massive… Tree? Licking his lips, he realises that his mouth is not dry and cracked.

“Welcome brother, you must help us fight against the tyrant, the evil being and false prophet, Teach! His very name a mockery of the word.”

Sitting up, the lack of injuries barely phases the man as his brain is too busy with taking in the sights. A colourful array of beings, ranging from young beastkin to old humans, is standing around on green soft grass. A white wall and white buildings around him, he takes in the spectacle.

“He forces his wicked tales on us, refusing us anything before we give in. Stay away from the green pieces of foul wickedness! If you find a green stone, do not let the lies in your mind! Keep it away from your brain. Refuse the evil thoughts in your head! Cast away the yoke of proof and return to the truth of the all-giving dungeon!”

The man stands up from his bed of vines. Looking down, he sees long lengths of green rope, cut by a sharp knife. Fresh sap glistens on the cut ends. Narrowing his eyes, he examines the discarded greenery. A small green stone is hidden between the vines, so he grabs it and holds it in his fist. Looking around, he sees more beastkin in various states of waking up, laying in a random pattern on the short grass.

Glancing at the speaker, he sees an old human, wrinkled skin proof of a long life. His straight back is indicative of little physical labour and soft, fragile hands further proof of a soft life. No visible scars, an arrogant cast and look in his eyes that screams his own superiority.

The man nearly spits as he recognises the old human for what he is, a mage. The stone still hidden in his fist, he rubs his forehead and surreptitiously lets it make contacts with his forehead. Then the man understands.

A woodcutter for years now, he had a down-to-earth outlook on life. When a mana mutant could tear your throat out any moment, when life and death were but the swing of an axe away, religion and higher morals are less than useful — some people he knew used to cling to the stuff to get through the day.

The man recognises the few glimpses he gets from the information in the stone as truth. Angeta did indeed save him. She kidnapped him from his kidnappers, taking him to a hidden space where he could leave anytime. As long as he becomes strong enough to do so. The large man starts thinking of ways to show his thanks to that spoiled little girl.

“Refuse the chaos and stay loyal to the giver of all! Even the Flight is corrupted by these heretical heathens, as we saw not long ago! A majestic white dragon, the guardian of Shi-eit, disrespected by a small white being. Refuse this blasphemy and keep faith in-”

KER-BLAM

“-the giv… AAAAAAAAH!”

The old man’s hand, pointing in the air with zealous fervour only seconds ago, is now raining down as a red mist.

“Yo! My name is Selis, nice to meet you all! This old fart here was about to be killed so he could keep one of the mage isles safe.” A blue-haired girl, floating in the air as her brilliant locks surround her head like a halo, has a smoking piece of metal in her hands. She approaches the old human and loudly sniffs.

“You smell of anger. You are one of the nature mages Teach picked up from that plant island. Stop inciting the people here. The dungeons are big machines, not things to worship. Everyone, just prove to Database that you can learn. It will let you enter Tree, where you can start cultivating. Or you can leave if you promise not to talk about this place. Dee-Bee, is that it?”

“Mention points.” The flat voice freezes everyone. Even the old human stops moaning for a second.

“Ah, you can earn points by learning stuff, figuring out new stuff, supplying information and producing stuff! That’s it. Please, don’t believe me, just go and try it for yourself. These stones only contain information. Nobody is forcing you to believe it. Oh-kay, I’m out of here, bye bye!”

And the girl is gone, disappearing in a blue flash. The big beastkin woodcutter is very unsure about what he should think about this entire ordeal. Looking at the old human with a smile, he decides to first enjoy watching the man bleed out. Human mages were responsible for breaching his villages defences, after all.

“Nearly forgot! There is no mana here, almost let you die.” The blue-haired girl is back, surrounded by streams of glistening water. A single orb of water separates and surrounds the old man’s bleeding stump. Thin tendrils of blood spread through the water as the girl bends low over the fallen senior. “Done! Stop forming cults. We have enough of those dumb things already. You can regrow that hand with qi and a bit of effort. Bye-bye for real now!”

And she is gone again. The old man is looking at his stump, which stopped bleeding and is covered with a thin layer of skin. The woodcutter looks up again, at the tree-covered lands moving across the sky. His hands itch for his lost axe, his thoughts are the clearest after a good day of work, and he needs a clear head right now.

Walking away from the dumbstruck mass of people, he holds the green gem clutched tightly in his fist.









Chapter sixty-one

[bookmark: _Toc5718802][bookmark: _Toc16934483]Rationale 

“Y ou all done?” I ask the tired trio as they walk back to their mounts. I’m standing next to the animals, a large wall of earth behind me.

“Why are you just standing here? And what smells so bad? What’s that clattering sound? What’s that wall for?” 

Rhea looks angry for some reason. “Honey, what’s with all the questions? Ah, lots of new things have been happening. Ferah has devised an until now unknown method of cultivation. And it has a new method of cleansing the body. One of the better ones, I must say.”

Tess moves to the edge of the wall, but I put a hand up. “I wouldn’t do tha-”

“EEEEEEK!”

“EEEEEEW!”

Ferah’s yell is a high-pitched scream of terror and shame, while Tess yells in pure disgust. The black-haired girl stumbles backwards, clutching her nose. “Shit on a dungeon, that smell! Gods and cores above!”

She stumbles towards me and starts shouting towards my necklace. “Dee-Bee, new information. Whatever method Ferah is cultivating causes her to piss out the impurities. It smells worse than my own… cleansing.”

“That netted you only five points. Good try, though.” I smirk at her. I have long since made a process that blocks all the nerve impulses coming from my own olfactory system.

She looks a bit green as she stumbles towards her feline mount. Ferah walks from behind the wall, not a minute later, not daring to look anyone in the eye. She shuffles over to Tess, who looks at the girl with a complicated expression. Her feline mount sniffs the air, yowls and vanishes in a black flash.

Lip trembling, Ferah stands there, hand outstretched.

“Why don’t you go tame a beast for yourself? There are a lot of normal animals following the mutants.”

A small spark of lustre starts to shine in her eyes as she looks at me. She nods and darts away. I focus my senses on her running form and can half feel, half see the glowing lines flowing through her body. Her efficient usage of energy is at war with my conviction that meridians don’t exist. No scientific evidence has been found for the things, after all, but Ferah’s qi usage is slightly more efficient than a heartcore user. They only vaguely follow the nervous system and sometimes flow along her lymph nodes.

Rhea jumps on my mount, sitting her butt behind me on my blue bear. Ket follows on his reflective horse, and Tess appears out of the shadow of a felled tree.

I half turn and look at the grumpy dragoness behind me. “Why the angry face?”

“She’s angry because we earned more points than she did.” Tess smiles widely as she joins the conversation. Rhea’s eyelid twitches, but she remains silent. Deciding not to irritate her further, I steer my mount towards the mountains, over the large stretches of the pulped trees.

We follow Ferah for a while as she runs into the remaining underbrush. My scanning process tells me that the wave of water mutants is all gone; the fighting attracted the beasties from miles away. We are still separated from the river by a few dozen kilometres of forest, so I steer my mount between the worst piles of wood debris.

My blue bear has been cultivating like mad since I stepped into the foundation realm, which has caused him to end up pretty high in the power rankings. I’m pretty happy with him so far. He has been using his growing power to smooth out his jarring gait.

Normally, bears aren’t great mounts. Never mind the risk of being eaten or providing it food, a running bear’s back is a pretty wild ride. Unless that bear uses its own water affinity to keep his back steady, of course. My big fluffy mount uses globules of water as suspending stilts and shock dampeners. I scratch him between his non-existent ears to show my affection, and he shakes his head while growling menacingly in return. My mount is a tsundere, so cute.

Also, I notice that Ket has been staring at me ever since we started moving again. “Ket, what’s up? Stop staring at me. I’m taken you know…” Draping a possessive arm around Rhea, I glare at the boy. Rhea slaps my arm away. She is still miffed, I see.

“Tree. What is it?”

“Tree is a tree, what are you on about?”

“Tree is a sub-dimension, that I comprehend. So how can you take the object inside of itself? You were on the other continent only hours ago, but now you travelled through Tree to Tower city? Any simulation I start on the subject grinds to a halt in impossibilities and faulty assumptions. Tree is inside that necklace, yet you took the necklace inside Tree.”

A rather large cliff blocks our path. I spot Ferah slipping over the edge and steer my mount towards it. The large bear slows down, crouches low and launches himself halfway up the rocky obstacle. “You think that the entire dimension in which Tree hangs is inside this necklace?”

“That’s what I assumed. Even the portal inside Tower City flows through Tree. The portal on the moon, Tower city and Tree all feel like the same object somehow.”

“That is a very correct and a very wrong way of looking at it. Did you try making a spatial ring yet?”

“Yes. Nothing worked.”

“Keep trying. I’m not going to explain how I made Tree, that will influence your understanding of dimensions too much. I can tell you that Tree is its own entity by now. At the start, moments after I made Tree, it indeed was inside the necklace in its entirety. By now, this small remnant of its corporeal form is but a link to an entirely different wavelength of existence.” I stroke the small tree embedded in the black circle, feeling the nanoscopic relief of its leaves, branches and bark.

“It separated?”

“Yeah, I used Tree’s physical form as a starting flame. A fire has to start somewhere, but is the first spark still there hours later? Can you take out a piece of fire and claim that it’s the starter flame? No, it becomes its own entity after a bit. Tree started like that, a miniscule bulge in space protruding from an actual tree compressed beyond this universes’ breaking point.”

“Teach…”

“Yes, my dear Ket?”

“That’s not science…”

“Cart before the horse.”

“What are you talking about now?”

“Science is a great starting point, but the presence of a persuasive energy field that’s susceptible to influence by any form of sentience throws a humongous wrench into that set of works. Belief is a horrible thing, but only when it’s arrayed against you.”

“Drew, what’s your end goal? Why not hoard all the qi to yourself until you re-ascend?” Rhea’s voice from behind me breaks me from the conversation I have with Ket. Looking around, I see Tess listening attentively. Even Ferah is nearby, ears pricked up in my direction.

“Huh. Let me ask you guys first: what would you do if you were the most powerful being on this planet?”

I look at Rhea. Her eyes go glassy, and I feel a rather sizable amount of qi suddenly thundering through her mind. The radiation coming from her head tells me that her perception of time is slowed down by at least of thousand-fold. A second later her eyes regain clarity, and she looks at me.

“Sleep. At first, I would do a lot of stuff, settle some scores and explore. That would become boring after a few millennia, I think. Then I would sleep until I was powerful enough to leave this planet.”

I nod at that expected answer and look at Ket. “I would make a large hare… Do a lot of good for the world. Life expectancy?”

“Biological immortal,” I reply.

“Catalogue the world. Then optimise it, experiment with ruling systems until an ideal equilibrium forms. Advance this planet’s technology to improve comfort levels for me. And maybe the other occupants too.”

I also nod a this. Logical, as expected. I glance at Tess. She is silent for a long time. Only Ferah looks weirdly at this until I do the fake whispering thing at her. “Braincores can think a long time very fast.”

“Tess is a-”

“Sssh…” I shush her, and we spend the next ten minutes traversing the forest, walking around rock formations and crossing small rivers. Ferah begins to look tired after an hour of nonstop running, but before I take action, Ket motions to her. She jumps up behind him and starts petting the shiny horse, her other hand clutching Ket’s shirt.

“See everything there is to see. Literally everything. No vault or hidden place will be safe from my sneaking skills. I would even haunt the mages and spy on the Flight. Then I’d look up some comrades in arms and share the secret of immortality with them. Wander the world some more. Maybe right some wrongs and try to make the world a better place.” Tess’s voice is nearly a song as she breaks the companionable silence. The same silence resumes for a bit after.

“And you, Fe-”

“FOOD!” The previously serene silence now has a weird undertone. “And I’d look for gran. Let her be immoral too.”

“It’s immortal. So, to recap: You all would do the things you want, right?” I get agreeing sounds and nods as I ask my question. “Now, what would you guys do if you were the most powerful entity in the entire galaxy?”

“Why does that matter?” Asks Tess.

“You are strong enough to live for aeons and can visit all the solar systems in the local nebula, which contains a few billion stars, which each contain around five planets per star. What do you do?”

“The same, but more?” Ket poses this half answer, half question.

“I don’t know, but I can’t wait to find out. Long story short: I messed up by letting qi free in the atmosphere. Every single action after Tree, recruiting you guys and seducing you…” I point at the others and Rhea in short order. “…is because I wanted to do that at the moment. And also, to save myself a lot of trouble further on.”

Rhea is tensing up in preparation for a question I can already predict, so I cut her off pre-emptively. “Sitting on the planet while gathering energy all by myself is not my definition of fun. Reaching a level of power high enough to ascend will take me a long time. All sapient life will have died from qi poisoning by the time I’m a tenth of the way done if I don’t act. I’m putting in the effort now, so I won’t have to spend immense amounts of effort later.”

I try to sense Re-Haan’s mood through her aura, but as usual, I get a confusing mess of nonsense. I can feel the core of her being, but none of the surface thoughts flow through. I turn my head and see her smiling wryly at me. I smile at her.

“Blerg.”

“Hurk…”

“Why are you guys fake vomiting?”

The mood ruined by two irritating teenagers and a single oblivious child; I gaze forward again as Rhea nestles a bit closer to my back. The forest is thinning, and I can hear the river clearly now. I catch an occasional glimpse of the mountains through the canopy. I can see the hordes of animals from this far. There are a lot.

“Teach, I have a proposition.”

“What is it, Ket?”

“None of the useless qi-hogging new students in Tree have needed to fight yet. I hated that you forced us to fight in the Tower, but that’s where I learned a lot about efficient qi usage. Those normal animals are as powerful as the first ten floors. The underlings are up to floor forty and the muties themselves are level sixty, I guess. And those cultist bums need mounts, maybe? Can Database keep track of them and pull them out of potentially lethal situations?”

“Are they that irritating?”

Ferah nods furiously, Tess chimes in with a firm “yes,” and Ket replies with a “definitely.”

We reach the end of the forest while talking and are now stepping out of the last trees. The mountains I glimpsed through the leaves earlier are now clearly visible, stretching kilometres up into the air. I am far from impressed by the size of these ant hills; the large amounts of animals gathered on the opposite riverbank is a bit more impressive.

I send out a wave of qi interspersed with thin threads of augur to scan the horde. I get an accurate count from my qi wave and measure mana levels with the augur wires. Requesting a recent update on the state of my students from Database, I start a few simulations. The amount of detail and resolution I can now cram into my simulations is rather impressive, which results in a much higher accuracy.

A second later, I get preliminary results. I start smiling. This is going to be interesting.

“He is doing ‘that’ smile again. Poor students…” Ket shakes his head morosely.

“Look, I get goose bumps all over when he smiles like that.” Tess shows a bumpy forearm.

“Why is my tail acting like it’s scared? Why do I feel cold when Teach smiles like that?” Ferah holds her tail while eyeing me suspiciously.

My grin spreads my face further. Oh, the fun we will have.









Chapter sixty-two

[bookmark: _Toc5718803][bookmark: _Toc16934484]Osseous 

T he revelation that the old man preaching against Teach was a mage changed a lot. The previous mob mentality is now gone, leaving small groups of humans and beastkin huddled around the place. Some of the students still on the moon suspected the old people of being mages but dared not speak out. Every single old person is now being avoided like the plague. Slaves don’t grow that old, so everyone over the age of fifty must be from one of the mage isles.

The large beastkin has spent the last few days in solitude, climbing on top of the large housing complex to meditate in silence. He has found no one familiar in the angry crowds, and he never was one to socialise just for the heck of it. From high up, the rounding of the moon is clearly visible, the curvature exaggerated from his elevated position.

It had taken him an embarrassingly long time to realise that this entire place is very bizarre. The ‘planet’ he finds himself on is very small. Even primitive beastkin that live in small villages in the wilderness like him know that the planet is round, but the white globe he is on currently is far too small. So, he has been talking with this odd being called Dee-Bee in order to get a hang of his surroundings.

“Database, where does the air come from?”

“All matter inside this dimension is kidna-acquired by Teach himself.”

Ignoring that slip-up, the burly lumberjack continues asking questions. “And the plants do enough of this photosintes thing that there is enough oksie-jen to breathe for all of us?”

“Entity Tree forces optimal air composition. Please pronounce ‘photosynthesis’ and ‘oxygen’ correctly. Please communicate through jade slip to preserve power usage for non-essential enquiries.”

Database’s flat voice goes silent after that. The large fellow speaks some more questions, but none of them are answered. In the end, he gives in and presses the green stone against his forehead. He scans through the supplied information and sighs deeply as he arrives at the only subjects he has not received a passing mark for yet – math, numbers and abstract logic.

Hours later, the moon has rotated so the suns are no longer shining down brightly, simulating night. The lumberjack has tired bloodshot eyes and large black bags adorn his face. “Food please,” he croaks with a rough voice.

Besides the living complex he is sitting on, a circle of the moon’s surface drops. A stone plate and cup fly out of the hole, only to land precisely beside the tired man. He drinks the water and eats the bland food with mechanical motions and tosses the plate and cup towards the ground where they shatter and sink into the white stone.

“Thanks, Dee-Bee. I’m done with the math part; can I get Tree access now?”

“Knowledge level acceptable. Please jump.”

“Please jump? What?” Not receiving an answer, the man puts his piece of jade in his pocket and crouches low. His calf muscles tense in preparation and he touches his hand to the building’s roof. Looking upwards, he jumps as high as he can go. The lower gravity of the small moon allows him to soar many metres into the air. Before his momentum can halt a golden glow propels him further forward.

Wind milling his arms and legs like a madman his trajectory is changed to the centre of Tree’s lands. He screams for a bit but is soon silenced by the awe-inspiring sight that is the broad stretch of land surrounding Tree. A large ring of clouds surrounds the land, small fluffy fragments breaking off and dissolving into rain above the forested grasslands.

Then the ground comes at him very quickly, and Tree rushes by him. The golden glow surrounding him intensifies a bit, and he smacks face first onto the soft grass. Spitting out a few green blades, he stands up and pats himself down.

“Welcome, welcome. Please follow the core-forming instructions quickly. I don’t want to be responsible for hauling and throwing a big guy like you back towards the moon while you puke on me.”

Bewildered, the man looks at the robe-clad figure that started talking to him.

“Database, give me my points now. I told the new guy all that is necessary, right?” Turning back to the big guy, the smaller figure sighs deeply and continues monologuing. “You could leave, but there is only a portal connecting to Tower City available, and that’s on the moon. All qi must be returned before choosing that option. You are breathing in qi right now, please form your core. Please don’t become sick, I don’t want to take care of you. Grab the feeling in your lungs and stuff it in your heart, okay? You don’t look like the braincore type, and a gutcore gives you horrible, horrible shits.” The smaller person pauses for a second. “Great, I got my points! Now please fuck off.”

Shadows still hiding the smaller person’s face, the big guy wipes the last few blades of grass from his dirty shirt and smiles. “My name is Rodrick. Do not call me Rod, call me Drick if you must. Those houses look awful; whose are those?” His large hand points at the varied collection of shacks standing in the clearing.

“Those are from Teach’s first few disciples, don’t mess wi… Why am I answering you? Go away! Go bother the food freaks, bunny lovers or dragon slaves. And form a core.”

The small figure walks towards the edge of the clearing and sits on a tree stump. Rodrick takes another deep breath. The air down here is amazing. He can smell so much. His nose was always rather sensitive, something he got from his father’s side, but this is something else. Moist dirt, a myriad of plants, traces of unknown herbs, even a hint of frosty air and molten heat lingers in his nose with every breath.

Then his stomach starts feeling sickly. His lungs burn, and the world begins tilting slowly. “Uugh, so this is qi poisoning? That was fast.” He flexes his fingers as he stumbles to the side. He nearly falls on the grass as he stands, going over the possibilities that he had to learn. Gut-, heart-and braincore. None of them really connected to him, so he already decided to go with the middle road, diarrhoea notwithstanding.

Stumbling through the clearing, he dodges the other occupants as he moves towards the forests. His every breath suffuses more qi into his system, and his sight goes weird as his brain is saturated by the energy for the first time. Dizzy, hallucinating and very confused, Rodrick clings to the first tree he finds, rubbing his face against the rough bark.

“Oh trees, how I missed you. I will fell you and allow your second life to come soon, do not worry.” Giggling like a schoolgirl, he slides to the ground. The robed braincore cultivator gives him one last look, half amusement and half disgust, before focussing back on their own cultivation.

“Tree, so strong, so tough. Like bones of nature, like the core of my life.” His wandering mind tries to tug on the invading energies as his mouth flaps whatever comes to mind. The first strands of power have rushed through his bronchi, through the alveoli into his bloodstream, pumped through his heart and into the rest of his body.

“Pillar of my life, the skeleton of the world, lovely giver of shade while I reap your life.” The single time he listened to that wandering philosopher comes to mind as he continues rambling. The conscious part of his brain tries to grab the slippery energy inside his body and force it down to his gut area. The hours studying abstract numbers and theories sapped a lot of mental strength, maybe too much, he suspects.

“Obscurer of the sun, giver of climbing fun, obstacle while I run.” The deranged, delirious part of him has enough of his conscious fumbling and has a better idea. Rodrick has an odd ‘out of mind’ experience as he feels himself control the invading energy and shove it into his sternum.

Instead of the forced fumbling he was doing just now, the wild part of him simply invited the energy to sit inside his breastbone. From there on, each new intake of air causes more qi to soak his bones. Glowing faintly, his sternum is suddenly full. The qi meets with resistance as it proceeds through the cartilage parts of his ribs, only to flow freely once inside the bones surrounding his lungs and heart.

It jumps through connective tissue into his collarbone and arm bones. His spine is next, followed by skull, pelvis and leg bones.

So, Rodrick lies there, face smashed up against a tree, half hugging the fraction of forest as his bones shine a bright white-red, visible through his skin. His skin and flesh turn a shade darker as impurities are pushed out of his skeleton. Two strands of qi creep near and hover close, one golden and one white, like curious observers.

The robed braincore is woken from its meditations by the energy fluctuations nearby. Looking up, the robe falls from the persons face, displaying a light green woman with short black hair and black lines on her face. Mouth dropping open in absolute stupefaction, she brushes the hair from her face as she runs over to the large beastkin she just instructed.

“What are you doing! Why are your bones glowing?! What is even happening!!” She tries to study the odd phenomenon but is kept at bay by two clouds of qi, one golden and one white. She immediately goes pale, her light green skin getting an ashen hue. “By-the-dungeon, I’m-so-sorry. Forgive me, Tree and Database. I meant no disrespect!”

Now face first on the ground in a kneeling position in obeisance towards the power controlled by the two most famous entities in this dimension, she peeks through the gaps of her fingers to keep tabs on the glowing bones. Bright red light with a white centre, his entire rib cage is now glowing. She stares in muted fascination as the glow covers each bone in his body, the light brightest where bones are close to the skin.

The glow fades after a few minutes, and a deep, satisfied sigh comes from the beastkin’s lips. The soft snoring followed after that seems to be the sign indicating the excitement is over, causing both Tree and the moon to retract their probing strands of qi. The female stands up and walks over to the big sleeping guy. Looking down on him, she sighs and starts pulling on his leg.

“Come on. I’ve got a shack in the woods; you can sleep there. No funny business though, I only want to wring new data from you. Silence implies consent, right? Let’s go.” Her pale green skin grows a more natural pink tint as she sends power through her limbs.

“I’m a braincore, why am I doing manual labour?” She manages another deep sigh in between her shortening breaths as she drags the large unconscious shape behind her. Despite her complaints, she makes good time. Rodrick’s body is looking a bit worse for wear, as she refused to avoid any pitfalls or large rocks in their way. All in the name of optimal efficiency, of course.

A really shitty hut comes into view a few minutes of hard hauling later, crooked logs stacked haphazardly form a basic hut surrounded by an even worse picket fence. She drops the big guy on a patch of grass in front of her door, kneels down beside him and puts a hand on his chest.

“A bonecore, maybe? All the power he breathes in moves towards his sternum. Very strange. Dee-Bee, requesting possible rewards for switching to new and untested cultivation method performed by Rodrick, based on bones.”

“Five thousand points for achieving the condensing stage in all three core locations. At least a thousand points for supplying a detailed description of original cultivation method.”

She wipes away the drool that somehow spilt from her voracious and wicked smile. “Personal qi barrier, please. I’m changing cultivation method on the quick.”

“Fifty points deducted.”

Now smiling like a shark smelling blood, the small green-skinned female sits down and starts breathing out, a faint fog coming from her mouth. A white ring forms above her head, attracting the expelled qi. The big guy continues to snore by her side as she starts mumbling about bones, marrow and circulation patterns to herself.


⁂
 

Rodrick wakes with a start. Panic grips his heart as memories flood back, but his surroundings soothe him before the fear gets to him. Surrounded by trees, he knows that things can’t be that bad. Looking around, the panic is replaced by furious anger as he sees an abomination of butchered logs and abused wood. The panting green-skinned female that just dropped from his chest adds a tinge of confusion and worry to his emotional turmoil.

Stretching his arms in a slow windmill, his body does not feel all that different. He feels a lot sturdier somehow, not stronger. The tip of his tongue poking out of his mouth in concentration, he moves his limbs while ignoring the writhing mess of a female lying beside him. A lot of stretching and moving later, he is still none the wiser.

Now diverting his attention to the small form wriggling on the forest floor next to him, he starts studying her. A white ring is suspended above her head with a blob of undulating mist in the middle. Her laboured breaths and flushed cheeks make her look like a holy figure having a perverted dream.

“Dee-Bee, what is she doing?”

“Attempting bone cultivation method.”

“Bone what now? Isn’t she a braincore?” Studying the trembling woman further, things slowly start to make sense. The ring above her head is containing qi that smells the same as the woman, so that should be the personal qi containment thing that Database can do. The chaotic energies inside her body mean that her cultivation base is gone, which is causing the structural qi to seep from her bones and flesh.

Rodrick has a pretty good grasp on what happened to himself by now. It’s like his bones are visible to him all the time, their outlines and position clearly defined inside his mind. The weird movement of qi around her voluptuous chest means that she is trying to achieve the same thing.

He isn’t sure what to feel about that. He fully expected to be shitting his guts out around this time, not have a sixth sense about his skeleton while waking up in the forest with a barely conscious human girl — a green-skinned human that is now trying to steal his cultivation method. She is also going about the process in entirely the wrong way.

Ignoring the sweaty and damp robes that are now clinging to her chest, he puts a finger on her sternum. Then he starts to pull while imaging a steady, unbending void inside her bones. The rampaging qi rushes into her sternum with haste. The resulting glow is visible through her robes.

Rodrick sits next to her, sensing his own body as she goes through the same process he just went through.

“Haha! Dee-Bee, submitting info about bone cultivation! I’m going to be rich! HAHAHA!”

Woken from his introspection, Drick is fast to prevent the little thief from stealing his work. “Database, I’m claiming ownership of that info based on that I made it up.”

The green skinned woman looks devastated as her point balance goes back to a very low number. “Come on, I gave up my top-level qi condensing braincore for this. You can’t do this to me!”

“You did nothing but bitch at me, spy on me, you didn’t even tell me your name, then you dragged me off to the forest and stole my self-made cultivation method. And then there is that abomination.” Pure disgust on his face, he points at the nearly collapsing hut. “Those trees deserve respect. You just felled them and stacked them without any care. Respect your environment, young lady.”

“That is what you are most upset about? What’s wrong with your head? And I need points! I’ve got a lot of important stuff to do.”

Fully ignoring the ranting woman, Rodrick looks upwards. “Database, requesting the best axe available for all my points.”

“Titanium alloy, nanofiber reinforced polyamide axe is available for printing.”

“Yes, yes, yes, yessss.”

“Six thousand points deducted. New balance is five points.”

The woman starts crying softly, big tears dripping down her face as she sees the brute of a beastkin spend six fucking thousand points on something stupid like an axe.

Rodrick feels like he just entered heaven. He had been eyeing this item ever since he scanned Database’s store for axes, never thinking he would be able to get it so soon. Not a minute later, the axe drops from the sky into his waiting arms. Tears also start streaming down his face as he feels the near-indestructible but flexible shaft, topped by a sleek and deadly looking axe head. He swings it around, the soft feel of the ergonomic grip and perfect balance nearly causing him to have an accident in his pants.

“Why… why would you waste those points? Do you know how much knowledge or cultivation resources you could have bought for-”

The moon starts shining brightly, interrupting her lamenting. Rodrick wakes from his trance with a dopey grin. A face he has only seen through mental images is projected on the moon.

“Sup guys! Things are pretty boring, after all. Growth was pretty good in the beginning, but now that everyone has settled, everything is stagnating. It’s just too peaceful, you know. So, I’m dumping a shitload of mana mutants on your asses. Database has standing orders to extract you dimwits before you truly die. The moon will be safe, so go and cower there if you’re a pussy. You all should fight hard and learn harder! So long, suck… Yes, Rhea, I will tell them… Okay, stop poking me. This is pretty difficult, you know. And shit, is that Lola? Why is she punk? Gods, a mohawk… Where did I go wrong? Anyway, what I meant was, Database will extract you before you truly die. You can still live without arms and legs or a face. Genitals are also not needed to be alive. Nor are most of your organs; qi can replace that functionality pretty easily. You get what I mean, right? Fight hard!”

The woman is now grabbing Rodrick’s pants. She looks up at him with big, watery eyes. “We boners have to stay together, right? That axe is pretty useful. You’re actually very smart.” She blinks her eyes at him a bit as a small stream of snot dribbles out of her nose.

Rodrick shifts his groin into a more comfortable position. “Trees or mana mutants, chopping is chopping.” Gripping his axe tightly, he grins as the first mutated beasties start dropping through the forest canopy.









Chapter sixty-three
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S elis is running across faintly rolling hills, her water-covered feet bouncing across the wavy grass. The Tower is slowly becoming smaller behind her as she races northwards. Her large and loping strides, combined with the swirling water and long streamers of mist surrounding her, make for an ethereal sight. The smug, conniving smile on her face breaks this image somewhat.

She looks this way because Selis has been thinking about the best way to take revenge. She grew up ignored in a large silent mansion. Maids, servants and slaves kept their distance from the seemingly retarded girl, unwilling to risk their masters’ or mistresses’ wrath by being too familiar with her.

Her cute face shapes into a vicious expression as she thinks of the best ways to mentally and physically torture her progenitors. The book containing many of her family’s secrets she sold for cheap was just the beginning, after all. She purposefully avoided learning, reading of asking about any information about her family so far, unwilling to spoil the sweet taste of revenge.

She knows that things could have been worse, of course. Many images of bruised maids, crying girls, bleeding servants and broken-eyed slaves pass before her mind’s eye. She, in contrast, was only neglected and ignored. Only something to be fed until it could be married off for political connections and financial gains. And the first sign of rebellion she showed ended with her in a dirty jail cell.

No, things could have been a lot better, she resolutely thinks. She hardens her resolve and speeds up, pushing at the moisture in the air to prevent the wind from blowing her eyes dry. She skims lower across the ground, leaving moist trails of flying earth in her wake with each long sliding stride of her legs.

She avoids the roads and small villages. Not because she wants to avoid meeting people - they are all evacuating to the cities anyway - but because she honestly just wants to avoid any of those bothersome social encounters.

Shit, she suddenly thinks. Teach might be having a greater effect on her than she is comfortable with. Are all braincore cultivators anti-social by default?

She scoots across a rock formation, only to find a small lake under her feet. The water churns as she projects qi in front of herself. The lake’s surface extrudes in a long line, catches her as she starts falling. The transparent digit of water catches her with the gentleness of a mother and propels her up into the air again. The long snake of water collapses into a fine mist as she retracts her qi, now soaring high above the ground with great speed.

Not long after, the walls and buildings of the Capital become visible to her perfect eyesight. Ever since she reached the condensing stage, she didn’t need the watery glasses anymore. Now, her vision is sharp enough to see the small shapes. She can barely make out clusters of roaming monsters outside the city walls.

Gravity robs the view she has of the city’s bulwarks as she falls back down. She sends all the water trailing behind her downwards, forming it into a large bouncing cushion and bounces back up even higher. Now the arrows and small magic’s used to fight off the hordes become visible to her eyes. The walls seem strong and undamaged so far. Her improved eyesight is not yet capable of that level of detail.

She runs on. All her thinking power now processing this new information. Thoughts of revenge vanish from her head. Checking her mental calendar, she grows a bit worried. It is the beast season, yes, but they shouldn’t be at the Capital’s walls yet. The last huntsmen, gatherers and other land folks should be arriving at the cities around this time.

Jumping once again, she scans the horizon with emphasis on efficiency, letting a mind-slave control her eyes. Upon landing, she is dizzy from two sources. The visual disorientation has combined with the trampled wrecks of carts and wagons she saw on the roads. To her left, towards the west, she even spotted a few groups of humans running for their lives.

Putting a shard of jade to her forehead, she only sees the small bits of information she put there and the Database communication glyph, which is inactive and dead, unable to form a connection to the moon in a different dimension. She orders her previous plans thrown out of the window and starts thinking about new avenues by which to approach this set of problems.


⁂
 

Lola is snoozing in molten lava. Still pretty exhausted from the fight with the fat boy, she left all her followers behind and went searching for a place to nap. The only reason she moved north was because she liked the warmth radiating from the volcanic mountain.

Having never come across a permanent source of warmth other than her daddy, the play-dragon, or her smaller mommies and daddies, she kept moving up the mountain to find new warm rocks to sleep on. Waking from the nerve pinch induced nap after the fight, she made her way higher up the mountain on wobbly legs. Legs so unsteady she tripped and fell over an edge.

Instead of burning like a marshmallow, she was enveloped by a wonderful warmth. A pleasantly soft and energy-rich warmth. So, when she hears the voice of her daddy, she shakes the lava from her ears and goes sniffing her way up top. She catches a glimpse of that wonderful big guy who always pats her head until his face fades and becomes the moon.

Now angry, she is almost happy that monsters are falling from the sky. The horn forming on her head sprouts from her new red mohawk. It glows a molten red with an orange core, tendrils of superheated air refracting the light.


⁂
 

“Why are they not coming down? I’ve not seen any other mages other than us two down here.”

Sipping tea, Danarius combs his white beard with his other hand while looking at his conversation partner. Valerius’ previous dead and dull eyes now contain a sparkle of green lustre. The earth mage picks dirt from under his nails as he stares up at the moon, the small rectangle surrounded by a strip of green the focus of his attention.

“What rank were you?” asks the old light mage.

“Journey-mage.”

“You never got to the headaches?”

“I didn’t have enough raw power to reach that level.” Now looking down, Valerius plays around with a flat rock, its surface transforming into extremely detailed reliefs.

Danarius looks conflicted for a moment, a resolute set coming over his wrinkled face moments later. “The pains are the beginning of a process all mages of the master level and above known as the crystal silence. The brain starts turning into mana crystal because of mana oversaturation. This tends to permanently set people in their ways.”

Valerius’ teacup has frozen halfway to his lips.

“Don’t go flapping your gums now; many mages and persons more powerful than you have been permanently silenced to keep this secret. I was very lucky to be told this fact during my headaches. This allowed me to throw away all my own opinions during the transition. It’s the single reason I seem so calm about all this.”

The gardener’s hands are now trembling slightly. He drags his hand across his face as he leans back in his low chair. Looking upwards, he stares at Tree towering above them.

“The old codgers Teach ‘rescued’ are hardwired for an environment of backstabbing and vicious politics. Of course, they can only handle this drastic change in their environment by doing what they always did—not trusting anyone and manipulating everyone for power gains. Accepting something bizarre like ‘learn some stuff and you get to become immensely powerful’ is impossible for them.”

“I knew it was bad in the upper echelons of the Isles, but I didn’t suspect it to be that bad. I’m kind of happy that I lacked the raw power to advance now.” The old light mage nods in response to his younger earth colleagues’ comments.

“Gardening with qi is better than anything, though. I’m pretty grateful for Teach taking me with him, his lax way of governing things notwithstanding.”

“He is not lax. He is unpredictable. His goals are skewed, only wanting growth. The factions have settled now. I think he is about to pull a fast one on u-”

As if provoked by Danarius’ complaining analysis, Teach’s bearded visage is suddenly projected on the moon’s surface.

“Sup guys! Things are pretty boring, after all. Growth was…”

The moment the thundering speech ends and mana mutants start falling from the sky, Danarius stands up and looks around. “Ares! Where are you, girl! Val, do your plants have combat potential?”

Dumbstruck from the sudden developments, Valerius looks at the old man with a blank look.

“Ah, forget it. Ares! Finally, time to stretch these old bones. You there, protect the healer! I’m a healer, so get protecting.” The previously feeble old man starts commanding the surrounding beastkin and humans with fervour as chaos breaks out everywhere.


⁂
 

A small group of young people are sitting on top of a small castle, covered by a shield that the eyes tend to slide off of. The fattest one, no longer grotesquely obese, is looking rather timid. His portly frame droops along with his shoulders as he slowly munches on random fruits and vegetables. “What good are those stupid followers if they can’t even help me beat Lola,” he laments in a whiney voice.

“How did you get them to follow you? I tried everything but couldn’t get any of those furry-eared hunks interested in me. I sweet talked them, gave them stuff, even let them learn some good techniques.” Vox also looks depressed as he stares at the burly beastkin men in the clearing with longing.

“Beat them up. You don’t really get beastkin, do you?” Angeta is looking like a content cat, lounging on a large bean bag chair made from some glossy plant. Her old rival, Ragni, is also sitting on one of those chairs, pouting as she ignores Angeta.

“Why would I want to beat them up? I am part beastkin, ya know.” Lifting his shirt, he shows his scaled belly while winking saucily.

“Punch them till they follow you, that’s how I got them to bring me food,” Bord replies without much enthusiasm.

“Yep, I wanted them to leave me alone, but half of those bastards like pain and the other half are too horny to mind a beating.” A sneer on her face, Angeta spits over the castles’ crenulations. “Thanks for distracting them for me, Raggy, I got some good training in while they chased you.”

Ragni shivers as she continues to ignore Angeta. Vox looks really conflicted now. “Is this that ‘M’ and ‘S’ thing I heard Teach talking about once? I’m not sure if I am a giver or a taker…”

“Stop… I don’t get what you are talking about, but it gives me the shivers.” Bord takes a break from his moping long enough to reprimand Vox. “Help me think of ways to beat Lola. That smug rabbit is always getting fed by Teach.”

“You are all insane… Once again, Angy, I appreciate you rescuing me from a life of slavery, but I’m less and less sure if this is worth it.” Ragni curls up a little further as she remembers the zealous looks on the hordes rampaging after her. Only fast thinking, insidious tricks, and traps prevented her from being caught.

Vox is about to open his mouth, only to be cut off by Teach’s face appearing on the moon.


⁂
 

Things are going well. I am strolling across the river while the beasties jump at me. I tag each and every one before handing them to Database. My qi clone then places a small brand in their mana centres, allowing me and Dee-Bee to paralyse them whenever I want. It also prevents them from sucking up what little qi there is left inside of Tree, limiting their cultivation. Database and Tree then pull them in and distribute them over the available land.

“Drew, have you really not noticed it yet?”

I want to retort but stop when I see Rhea chewing on her lip in a draconian manner. Ket, Tess and Ferah are standing on the river shore behind me. Rhea is walking alongside me while looking at the beast hordes storming our way with concern in her eyes.

“What?”

Her reply is curt. “Affinities. Count them.”

I do so. I stop moving. I think back. I think back to the moments after plopping down in a valley not too far from here, my cultivation stripped from me. Gods, I was so dumb back then. Okay, I’m pretty retarded even now, at times, sometime… One grand example is this situation here.

I have built my entire empire on shitty, faulty assumptions.

I put a large chunk of my processes in standby mode and automate the beast tagging. Standing there, on a river separating a vicious horde of mutated beasts leading ordinary animals towards sapient prey from their humanoid prey, I think. Mutated animals jump at me from the shore. I ignore them for now and retrace my path on this planet.

Five elements, I sensed. Water, fire, earth, metal and nature. I formed the first bit of qi I used to start my cultivation from these five elements. The lack of air, dark and light, ether and whatever other esoteric elements surely must have been present at that time never really came up. Alchemical elements such as sulphur, mercury, the void, or heaven element didn’t cross my mind.

Tree’s very foundation is made up of a combination of five mana types instead of eight. The dungeons put out mana, and I’m pretty confident that this energy can be divided into eight parts. The mage islands are another piece of the proof, six islands in a hexagon plus two.

The beasties have the normal distribution of colours. The mana mutants are mainly blue, red, yellow, grey and green. I see only a few purple, white or black mutants.

Well shit, there goes my good mood. I was all pumped up about watching my students struggle and grow stronger.

“Is that really bad though? What’s the worst that could happen? surely there are other mana phenomena that only contain a subset of mana types? The massive storm we created when I played guitar and you sang, that’s an example, right? Each mage island is a mana displacement phenomenon of a singular type. Nothing bad will happen, right? How would I even simulate the potential consequences of somet-”

SLAP

My face hurts. My face is also wet. What happened? Opening my eyes, I see Rhea holding her hand while hissing. I touch my face. My hand comes back wet with tears and blood.

“Dungeon damn you, Drew. Stop running away from problems so hard you don’t feel my slaps. Not until I break every single bone in my finger from trying to get your attention. Seriously Drew, stop spacing out.”

I stare at Rhea. Her right hand is covered in scales and looks mushy. I touch it and flinch. Pouring out a quarter of my qi, I start piecing her splintered fragments of bone together. I wince each time her face twitches in pain during the healing process.

“Rhea… I’m sorry…”

I just don’t really know what to say at this moment.









Chapter sixty-four

[bookmark: _Toc5718805][bookmark: _Toc16934486]Beastnapping 

T he foundation of everything is important. In every single aspect of life, the beginning is of paramount significance. A good beginning is half the battle. Preparation is key. Success is preparation meeting opportunity. By failing to prepare, you prepare to fail. Spending a large time sharpening the axe instead of immediately chopping with a blunt instrument. I could come up with more, but that would cost effort.

I’m in the dumps again. I thought things were going pretty well, you know. The kids I kidnapped seem to like me. Lola is too good for this world. A nice dragoness chick at my side. Tree is getting along nice, developing in a rather cool direction. Database brought some order to the entire thing, only for me to induce more chaos in the form of a couple hundred kidnappees. I saw the way forward.

Then I realize that it’s all built on an unsustainable model. Three entire missing pairs of power. Why didn’t I notice until now? Brain the size of a planet, common sense the size of an electron. Because I know better, yes indeed. Fuck the experiences accumulated from millions of man hours and countless generations. Those guys back in the cultivation world were all so dumb, of course, I knew better.

Instead of calmly scouting out this world, the first thing I do is mess with powers beyond my understanding. Fuck preparing for whatever possibilities lay ahead. It’s impossible for the people living in this world to be smarter than me, right? Pride comes before the fall, and I’m falling pretty hard.

A lot of alarm bells are going off in my mind. I look at them with pure apathy. Yes, I am feeling depressed right now. Yes, I am indeed in a vicious circle that will end in self-destruction somehow. Yes, I will most likely spend the next few subjective years swirling qi through my head while I nit-pick at everything I did wrong, ever. I might even go through every single memory I’ve made on this world and explore how my inaction made things worse for people. Maybe even extrapolate on the suffering I will have caused through good intentions.

The alarms now silenced; I roll up my mental sleeves. Might as well get to it then, thinking yourself out of a depression is nearly impossible. Not totally impossible, so I’ve got a lot of work ahead of me.


⁂
 

Rhea carries a dead-eyed Teach back to the shore. Tess is wringing her hands, Ferah is looking at the disappearing beasties in awe, and Ket stares fixedly at Teach’s forehead. Ket is also the first to speak as Rhea comes near.

“What happened? He is crawling at a pace I have never seen before.”

“I wondered about the mutant distribution. He freaked out and then went catatonic. I had to slap him so hard my hand broke. He woke briefly, healed me and went unresponsive again.” Rhea says as she gently lays Teach on the grass.

“There is a reason why there are so few shadow mutants here?” Tess stares across the dwindling river. A few beasts still try swimming across, only to disappear in a white and golden flash when they approach. The opposite shore is calming down now that the duo of Teach and Rhea have retreated.

Ket’s eyes regain their lustre as he pulls his qi from his brain. “Tree is not absorbing light, dark and air mana. These affinities are also underrepresented with the muties. Is he worried about that?”

Ket is frowning hard, deep creases between his brows. He kneels down and places a hand on Teach’s forehead. His eyes go glassy again, and he falls down like his strings are cut. He lies there, unmoving for a second before jumping up in a panic. He coughs and splutters for a bit before calming down. 

Tess rushes over and starts hovering over him, unsure what to do. “Ket! You okay?”

“Ah, yeah. Teach is… fighting with a dark monster? I tried to make a connection with him, but his thinking speed is many folds faster than me. I only got glimpses of something he is struggling with.”

“Fighting something in his mind?” Rhea is biting her lip as she kneels down. Touching his forehead, she reacts similar to Ket, glassy eyes and falling afterwards. She pants with a panicked voice. “Fuck the all-dragon. What is he doing to himself?”

“I got the feeling he is doing this on purpose,” says Ket.

Rhea, still a bit pale, nods. “As irresponsible as ever.”

“The muties still got kidnapped, though. I think it’s a good idea to give those useless cultists and zealots something to worry about other than who to annoy. We could… you know…” Tess starts out with a lot of enthusiasm but deflates in the later parts of her little spiel.

“I think I get it, and that would be pretty awesome.” Ket starts grinning at Tess, who smiles back.

“I think Drew just needs some time to figure stuff out.” Re-Haan looks down on the still figure and strokes his bearded cheek softly. “So, who is doing the heavy lifting? We got two braincores, a child and a gutcore.”

Rhea and Ket stare at Tess. Ferah joins in after a few seconds. Tess gets flustered. “Wha? Why would I need to lug him around? I’m a girl, you should be doing the heavy lifting!”

“Weak braincore, strong gutcore.” Pointing to himself and then Tess, Ket lays out his arguments.

“Wha? No, that… rraaaAAAH!” Unable to refute their logic, Tess angrily hauls Teach on her back.


⁂
 

Four figures can be seen running across a river, towards a large horde of gathered monsters on the opposite side. The gathering of normal looking weird monsters and freaky mutations all perk up, preparing to pounce them as soon as they get in range. A rather large millipede covered in metallic organs rears its ugly head and launches itself towards the approaching people.

“Eeeh, that thing is super gross!” Tess squeals a high-pitched complaint. Her knees tremble a bit while running across the water. The large bundle on her back is unmoving.

“Teach’s process should kidnap it any moment now. It’s getting rather close, prepare to do-” The tallest figure, Re-Haan calmly observes while striding across the water.

“WOOOHOOOO. RUNNING ACROSS WATER IS FUUUUUUN!” Ferah is going red-faced while trying to keep up.

“Highest concentrations are coming from the south-east. Take a right, Tess.” Ket’s voice is rather calm.

“I know which direction south-east is, Ket! Thank you so much for clarifying. I coul-” Tess’s annoying tone halts as she nearly stumbles while reaching land. Her foot sinks through the soft soil. She recovers by sinking up to her knees in shadows.

Animals around them disappear the moment they come within ten or so metres of Tess. They turn into white and golden streaks that streak towards Teach, tied to her back. The surrounding hordes only seem to become angry at this fact, and every single animal on the mountain face and river shore starts stampeding towards the running group.

“Ket, when are we going to tell her that she can put Teach on her mount?” Rhea’s amused voice is soft.

Not soft enough to not be overheard though. Tess screeches to a halt. Now fuming, the girl strides over to her mount, throws Teach across its back and gives it a slap across its rump. The feathered tiger yowls and runs off. Ferah, Ket and Re-Haan start hauling ass, sprinting after the agitated beast.

“Guys, we can take it easy! Why are you running after…” Tess, still standing still and slightly confused, stops talking as she hears the thundering of feet, claws and paws behind her. The single safe space for hundreds of metres, the void around Teach, is rapidly moving away from her.

Tess also starts hauling ass. “WAIT FOR MEEEEE!”


⁂
 

“RAAAWR. Just like the good old days! Hotfeet, catch!” Angeta kicks one of the falling beasts, a green marmot, towards her own mount, a scaled, dark grey capybara with flaming red feet. The animal snorts in annoyance and sneezes towards the flying marmot. The poor beast goes up in flames, turning to ash in seconds.

“Don’t burn the tasty ones!” Bord is sitting on his own mount, a large brown-plated bull. The hunk of meat in his hands grows smaller at a visible rate as he takes large bites. He breaks chunks off the bone, throwing them at anything that dares to come near him.

“Come on, you big snake. Help me fight! You don’t need that hair to beat up stuff.” Vox is yelling at a hole in the ground. His own mount, a blonde-haired snake, is still bald after Teach shaved it. The couch Teach stuffed with it is one of the most comfortable things Vox ever sat on, but the traumatized mount that now cowers in the ground makes him wonder if it was worth it.

“Insane, you are all inSAAAAAAAAA. WAAAAAH!” Ragni is just running around, getting chased by all sorts of beasts.

“Go away, woman! Stop clinging to me. I can’t swing properly like this.” Rodrick, the large beastman, is covered in blood. His blood-drenched hands hold a dripping axe. The woman hiding behind his broad back is also covered in splatters of red.

“At least help me fight off these beasts!” He kicks a large yellow panda in the crotch. The kick seems rather feeble, and the large beast only grunts in pain for a bit. The axe splitting its skull a split second later is not something it can shrug off.

“I haven’t got a weapon.” The green skinned-woman clinging to his pants wails while looking greener than usual. “And I can’t stand the sight of blood.”

“So annoying. Yo, you guys, where can I find some weapons?” Raising his voice to be heard over the noise of fighting, he attracts the attention of the disciples.

“Over there, a large stockpile of weapons and materials is behind our houses.” Vox’s skin glitters as a shallow cut on his back pulls itself together.

“Thanks! Work with me woman.” Dodging a large mandible, Rodrick chops at the large bug’s feet, leaving it immobilized. Half dragging the woman behind him, he starts working his way over to the houses.

Near Tree, a large hedge is being chewed on by a large variety of beasts. “Ares, get down here! You unfilial disciple of mine!” Danarius and Valerius are both huddled together in the middle of the circular hedge. 

“Nooooo! Not coming down! I will heal you all, but I’m not coming down. Tree, save meeee!” Ares is clinging to a golden branch high above the ground. Occasionally, she shoots white beams of healing and replenishing light down towards the ground. 

The clearing around Tree is in chaos. The beasts that started raining down from the sky caused a lot of people to panic. A third of them got transported to the moon only seconds later, wounded but saved from certain death by savage beast. Another third managed to put up a fight but got done in by their own inexperience or lack of proper gear. The remaining third is putting up a good fight, either through pure skill, sufficient gathered power or equipment.

The several groups that formed are scattered to the winds now, the previous zealotry transforming into pant-shitting terror or cooperation. Fighting on the moon is a great way to end up powerless, so the ‘saved’ students all just observe the happenings on Tree while chatting.

To the north, a small group has joined Lola in fighting off the beasts. Lola is a red-white streak, leaving cauterised holes through any beast she comes across. Her followers, a few braincores and a few handfuls of heartcores, have developed a distinct fighting style.

The heartcores are, much like Lola, bouncing off trees and rocks, flipping all over the place while kicking their foes. A few women have hair floating behind them that seems alive, using it as whips or garrottes. The braincores are all sporting qi constructs, much like the horn glistening on Lola’s head. Some hold glowing spears, others grasp swords or hammers.

Around the middle lands, near Tree, are the remnants of Bord’s followers. Every single one of the gut and heartcores are fighting with their fists. The gutcores are munching on odd plants now and then, using them for the buffs and effects to imbue on their qi. The heartcores are just punching things.

Braincores were allowed to join, but all of them left after they understood what type of person Bord was…

Further south is a relatively large group of middle-aged humans and beastkin. These people all saw Re-Haan in one of her decennial appearances and decided that clinging to something so powerful seemed like a good idea. Rhea ignored them all and probably didn’t even realize that they had all gathered for her sake.

Used to the aloof nature of dragons, they more or less started governing themselves before Teach decided to dump his own mistakes on their heads. A random mix of all three core cultivation methods, they constructed a small village. The first thing they did was organise a crafting department who scoured Tree’s lands for useful items and materials.

They asked Database and got permission to requisition a portion of the Tower loot. This in combination with the qi-infused crafting they did means that they were the most prepared of everyone. A lot of houses got smashed, but the small fort they constructed is being defended with zeal by the relatively large group.

“SECTION TWO BEE PLUS ONE HEART!” A braincore user is shouting orders to the defenders while looking over the battlefield from the small central tower. A heartcore cultivator who was catching a breath walks towards the aforementioned piece of wall, his smile showing growing draconic teeth. Other heartcore users can be seen with scale-covered arms or with claws.

“GUT FIVE AND EIGHTEEN, REFIT!” Two gutcores pull back from the fighting on the wall, their swords and wooden armour broken beyond repair, blood dripping from wounds. They run into the central stone building. Once inside, several people can be seen, all busily sharpening weapons and crafting items with glowing, qi-infused hands. They get handed new, obviously improvised items and run outside again. An exhausted woman taps them on the shoulder as they leave, causing them to glow and closing the worst of their wounds.

Another woman is seen running along the wall, throwing small globes of glowing power at tired or injured fighters. A mutant that has teeth growing from every surface manages to scale the wall and jump over the defenders. It slashes at the woman, multiple protruding fangs aiming towards her unprotected flesh. Having very little offensive or defensive power, the female can do nothing but stare in horror. The fighters she buffed only seconds ago cry out in shock, only for a white and golden shield to wrap the woman up and transport her to the moon before the beast pierces her completely.

The last crumbling faction - Ket’s science freaks - were scattered across the entire island. The robed braincores are all running for their lives while documenting as much data as possible. A few gutcores got recruited once Ket left, but their clumsy fighting with clumsy weapons does very little in the face of the mana mutant hordes.

Rodrick manages to get to the piles of gear and materials, only to see a large metal centipede covered in shiny organs guarding it. His blood covered face splits into a grin as he grips his axe tightly. His bones glow faintly as he runs towards the beast, yelling his lungs out.









Chapter sixty-five
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“D ee-Bee, some more snacks,” says a grey-furred beastkin.

“Non-essential food costs points.” The flat voice replies.

“Agreed, deduct it from everyone who eats it.”

“Hey, no way am I paying for your snacks!” A rougher voice joins the conversation.

“Oh, shut up, you stupid heartcore. Wanna fight?”

“Not on the moon. Let’s drop down and have it out in the jungle, eh?”

“You’d get crushed by the beasts in under two point three seconds.”

“Hey, you two! Stop fighting and enjoy the show!” This new voice causes the two bickering people to shut up.

The large crowd of people sitting on the soft grass goes silent once again. They all have their necks craned upwards, aiming their eyeballs towards the Tree and two mountains overhead. Every time a piece of forest or grassland is lit up by a flash of light, another beast appears out of nowhere. Most are normal animals, equivalent to a trained soldier with good gear.

The large crowd of fresh-faced cultivators on the moon could fight off one or two of these before being defeated. The mutants that pop into existence here and there are of a higher power level, similar to a veteran of many battles or a full mage.

“Look at Angeta go, I knew she had spunk, but this is something else!”

“Bord has a higher kill count.”

“That man with the axe is doing pretty good as well…”

“The woman clinging to his pants is useless though.”

“I’m rooting for the fort of dragon lovers. They are organised and shit.”

A white streak shoots towards the moon’s surface, only to slow down a few metres above the white ground. The golden and white light dims, showing a weeping woman. Her terrified expression transforms into stupefaction as she sees the crowd beneath her.

“Welcome!”

“Haha, the expressions of the newcomers are the best!”

“Don’t fight on the moon. You can’t replenish your power here.”

“Come and enjoy the show!”

“Eat this if you have wounds!”

The woman nearly falls as the light holding her up winks out. She looks around for a bit before sitting down in an open spot. A thin man hands her a bowl of crackers. She blinks at him before taking the bowl. She immediately puts the bowl down as she holds a hand to her wounded shoulder. The same guy hands her a white pill, motioning for her to eat it. She swallows it, and her wound closes within seconds. “You are from Bord’s faction, why are you nice to me?”

“Factions don’t mean shit on the moon. I don’t know what had gotten into me. I’m sorry for trying to kidnap you.” He replies a bit sheepishly. “Do you have any abilities that can sharpen eyesight? I can’t make out what’s going on.”

She nods and produces a small ball of glowing power between her hands. She throws it into his face. He jerks back while blinking furiously.

“Oh, wow… woooow… That’s awesome. Database, transfer one point to her.”

“No need, it wasn’t a lo-”

“Qi is scarce on the moon. It disappears as soon as you let it go, so giving something in return for a scarce resource only makes sense.”

She frowns while looking at Tree once again. Spitting on a green stone, she puts it to her forehead. Not a minute later, a young boy taps her on the shoulder. “Can I get better eyes, please?”

“One point, please.”

He nods. She waits a bit for Database’s confirmation. The point is added rather quickly, so she hands the boy a small sphere of qi. He shoves it in his face and starts staring at Tree with big, fascinated eyes. Mumbling a soft “thanks,” he wanders off.

More and more people approach her to request her services.


⁂
 

“Ares, you see any more?” Vox shouts towards his sister, who is still clinging to Tree’s trunk like a wimpy koala.

“Uuhm, no? Not nearby, anyway. The forest is still crawling with them.”

“Where did all the braincores go, they are great at this commanding stuff.” Vox is rubbing his temples while looking at the absolute mess around him.

“But… I’m a braincore? Hello?” Ares’ soft shout can barely be heard over the forest noises. She’s promptly ignored by all.

“Who is still left? Only us? I saw those two mages - the old one and the gardener - get fucked to the moon. Where did that guy with an axe go, he was… hmmm… scrumptious.”

Bord looks at his fellow heartcore cultivator with weird eyes. “What’s scrumpties mean?”

Vox just licks his lips. 


⁂
 

Rodrick fought hard, but that large centipede thing was just too much. He managed to get a couple of hits in with his trusty axe, but he had no counter to the fact that he was crushed by the beast’s large body. The useless woman was still cowering behind him, so they both went up, in a cocoon of golden and white power.

Now floating between the moon and Tree, he looks over his axe. The shiny metal has a few faint scratches here and there, but its near pristine appearance belies the force with which it has been swung around already. 

“What’s your name?”

“Huuhuu-What? I’m calle-” Her reply is cut off as they are swarmed by a horde of braincores, clamouring and shouting questions about his cultivation method.


⁂
 

A fine web of white trails disappears as Selis lands. The soldiers on top of the thick walls fall silent. The mages stop their casting as the hordes of monsters all fall to the ground. Each animal has a small hole in their head, the edges freezing over quickly as the ice projectile bleeds the heat from the perforated flesh and bone.

Dusting off her hands, Selis freezes. “Shit, I didn’t want to reveal my power, right?” Flustered, she quickly forms a white mask from condensed ice and throws it onto her face. She strides across the battlefield as the still horde freezes over slowly.

The rows of soldiers are still frozen on the spot, staring at the small figure that’s wandering through the corpse-laden fields. She suddenly jumps, soaring over the wall. Every single pair of eyes looking at her somehow lose her mid-flight, the freezing mana mutants below the wall the only proof she was ever there.

Wandering through the city, Selis has a lot of mixed emotions running through her mind. Instead of the sections that divide Tower City, the Capital is partitioned into rings. The closer to the massive, circular palace in the centre, the richer the buildings. She knows the inner circles reasonably well, having been dragged to various official happenings and parties by her parents. The poorer sections are both familiar and hauntingly unknown to her.

Many stories of the lowly working man, the savage manservant or unwashed knave echo through her mind as she strolls through grimy streets and alleys. Her face switches between unbridled disgust and sadness as she steps over or around dirt-covered bums and heaps of stinking rags. Suppressing her shivers, she speeds up.

Not long after, she stands in front of a gated mansion halfway into the noble’s circle. Closing her eyes, she sends a wave of qi forwards, covering the entire complex. Opening her eyes, she jumps and lands near a hunched over gardener tending to some bushes.

“Where are they?”

The man nearly has a heart attack. Spinning around, he drops his shears. “Miss! You are alright! Master and mistress were so worried about your disappearance.”

“Shut it, the only thing they were worried about was missing out on some opportunity to marry me off…”

“Ah, the time apart has done you good, miss.” The old man relaxes a bit, unseen tension flowing out of his shoulders. “They had to sell the house after some setbacks with their businesses. Someone leaked a lot of sensitive data. No-one knows who…” Keeping his eyes on Selis like a hawk, the old guy smiles.

“Peak? The family still has a house there, right?”

“No, they had to sell that one too, I’ve heard. Now they are… guests.”

“Where?”

“The Isles were very interested in an unknown blue-haired magic user. As the only family whose blue-haired daughter could not be presented to the Mage Council, they were invited to stay in the Royal Palace.”

Selis is smiling now. “Thanks. You doing okay here?”

“Don’t you worry about me, miss.”

“If things ever get bad… no, if they get worse, take this and go inside the hollow tree.” Selis hands the old guy a small fragment of green stone and walks off. The old man looks at the rock in his hand for but a second, but Selis is gone when he looks up again.

Sprinting through the garden, she runs towards a small group of trees behind the large house. Hidden in shadows and far from prying eyes, she reaches the largest tree. Brushing long grass to the side, she slips inside the hollow trunk. Infusing qi into the portal stone she pulls from her ring; she drops it and starts pulling. The small and innocently carves rock splits slowly, a white line of cut space appearing between both halves.

On the moon inside Tree, a second stone arch has already been constructed. Slowly, a second white line crawls it’s way upwards as Selis works had to carve the connection into existence.

Covered in sweat, Selis pokes her head through the portal after a long time of physical exertion. Satisfied that her head is looking out across white, curving stone, she retreats after receiving a tidy sum of points from Database.

Leaving the newly installed portal behind, she swiftly leaves the mansion. Now running across rooftops, she looks forward to the large castle dominating the centre of the city. One side of the massive building has towers peppering it, like candles on a birthday cake.

Soaring through the air, she covers herself with a thin layer of qi, encouraging people to not pay attention to her. Swiftly she approaches the part of the castle the mages are rumoured to occupy. The gap between the large mansions and the actual castle is bridged with a large leap, wings of ice coasting her across the wide gap. 

Clinging to one of the towers jutting from the structure, she pushes qi through the gaps between glass and stone. She hangs there for a few minutes, unmoving as she searches the massive, nearly empty complex. Suddenly, she lets go of the ridge she was clinging to, plummeting towards the ground below. A few dozen metres above the cobblestones, she arrests her momentum by flapping her wings of frost.

Landing on a protruding balcony as snow swirls around her, she examines the locked door. A small transparent fish glides from between her hair and spits a thin beam of water at the lock. It slices through the metal with ease, letting the door creak open. Selis’ previous severe expression melts into a warm smile as she traces a finger across the small fish’s scales.

Shooing the little creature back into her secret water storage place - her hair - she sneaks inside. Spreading qi in front and behind her, she swiftly makes her way through the many abandoned hallways. Traces of previous occupants are still present, an unmade bed here and there or dirty dishes in the corner of a room. A thin layer of dust covering everything causes Selis to suspect that this section of the palace has been empty for less than a week.

Sneaking through the stairwells, she reaches her destination. Below street level are row upon row of cells. A single person brimming with regret and grief is present in the only comfortable room at this level. The man is continuously polishing and messing with iron cylinders, so Selis stays away from the area. She quickly scans the objects strewn around the iron mage’s room, confirming her suspicions.

Telling herself to not bother the guy that has dozens of mana cannons in his apartment, she moves on. She quickly reaches the door she has been aiming for. Peeking through a gap between the frame and door, she sees her parents for the first time in weeks.

Clad in worn ornamental clothing, sitting on hard rock covered with little straw, they still manage to exude a noble’s aura. Her mother’s cheeks are still pudgy, her father’s sharp features still as regal as ever. Taking a deep breath, Selis straightens her simple dress. She then pulls the gun from her ring and sets up a sound barrier.

BANG

The lock shatters, allowing the door to swing open slowly. The woman has half-climbed onto her husband, their faces masks of terror as they both stare at the door. They immediately change as they spot their own daughter standing there, a smoking piece of iron in her hands.

“Selis, my dear. What are you doing here?” Looking past her daughter, the woman tries to see if someone is beside her. “Be a dear and go back to the mansion. Mister mage! Do you like her? She would make a great concubine or second wife, very obedient!”

Wringing her hands, the woman looks to be more worried about what imagined damage her slow daughter might cause than the fact that she is currently inside a cell.

“Listen to your mother. These nice mages only want to ask us some questions. Go back to the mansion now and leave these matters to us grownups, yes?” Her father is too busy fixing his own hair to pay attention to Selis.

The two nobles continue to berate her, trying to flatter the non-existent mage at the same time. Selis stands there, letting the words wash over her for a minute. Then the door closes due to a draft, muting the voices of her parents. Selis freezes the door in place with the wave of a hand, stuffs the gun back in its holster, and walks away.

She swears to herself that the single tear running down her cheek will be the last one she will ever shed for her parents.

Instead of wallowing in her past, Selis goes on an understated culinary rampage. Many cooks inside the castle and the noble district wake up in cold sweat the following day. They all vaguely remember something blue and cute asking them question after question as they answered every single question, divulging their every cookery secret as if their lives depended on it. 









Chapter sixty-six
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I  look at the mass of gathered and processed data. I make a firm decision. I will return to the real world in a moment. I have spent a few subjective decades running away from literally everything while drowning myself in data, simulations and schematics. But first I should recap what I have been doing, right? Yes, that will be very useful. A good way to spend time, not a sign of me procrastinating once again. No, no.

Anyway, I started this depressed, lonely, and introverted binge because I didn’t properly think things through over the last few weeks.

Gods, how long have I been on this world already? A month or two? It feels quite a bit longer, to be honest. A far cry from the decades that flew by like seconds in the cultivation world.

Anyway, I spent the last subjective few decades as I ignored reality going over all my decisions in painstaking detail. I fucked up so many times; it was pretty horrible. If a choice I made wasn’t suboptimal, it was inefficient or could be easily construed in a manner bad for my image.

Then I simulated the coming thousand years and found that none of those mistakes really mattered. For example, the few mana types I forgot to include in my initial batch of qi will amount to a millionth percent difference in a millennium, provided I fix it inside the year. I went through all of the decisions I made like that, mapping out consequences and following their effects to theoretical ends.

Conclusion: I made a lot of small, fixable mistakes. Some errors didn’t turn out that fixable, like the fact that I nuked the entire shadow mage island, but no use crying over spilt milk. At this point, I was years into my self-imposed seclusion and maybe a minute had gone by in the real world. I wanted to jump into designing solutions immediately but decided to go over my social interactions with a fine-toothed comb first.

Decisions made in a social situation can’t really be labelled as correct or incorrect. Could I have made a slightly different facial expression? What effect would shortening this speech or ignoring that comment have made on my relationships? There are very few proven and quantifiable ways to measure such potentials, so I only spent a few subjective years going over that stuff.

Conclusion: my relationship with my students is one hundred percent fucked. My seduction of Re-Haan was pretty great though. For the rest? I don’t really care enough about this planet’s locals or the new students to bother with such an analysis. I don’t really like Ares enough to include her in my contemplation, but I did anyway for completion’s sake.

Lola is awesome, even if she is going through her rebellious stage right now. I’m not sure how to label the fact that she integrated heat into her cultivation method and gave herself a red mohawk other than teenager rebelliousness.

Nearly ten years of on-and-off thinking later, I had a neat list of problems with varying severities. I didn’t spend all this time with torturous self-analysis, of course. I did a lot of fun stuff too, like categorising other memories or piecing together random facts from snippets of memory. I went over the sound recordings I did in order to learn the language and learned a lot of juicy details about this world - that kind of stuff.

With all the serious stuff behind me, I could stop hyper-analysing every single thing I ever did like some retard and start designing solutions.

The first issue I tackled was my and Tree’s lack of all types of mana attraction. Even now, Tree is only absorbing the five mana sets I originally sensed, leaving out air, light and darkness. The circle I drew with my blood is still present inside Tree, now minuscule compared to its massive trunk.

Tree’s perception of time is rather slow at the best of times, so I made a process that will slowly fix it over the course of a few days. Instantly and forcefully ripping the inside of Tree’s trunk apart seems a bit rude. The process will change the circle to include air, light and darkness symbols.

Then I had a brilliant idea. Combining several types of mana into qi will produce the same neutral qi, even if I only merge two mana types. What if I combine a lot more dark mana than light mana? This massive beast horde happened because I stubbornly pulled in similar quantities dark and light mana, thus worsening the dark mana excess. What if that’s not needed?

So, I started a few small tests. Pulling, for example, dark metal and nature mana together into qi will provide a pitiful amount of qi. After thoroughly studying this small quantity of produced power, I came to the conclusion that qi made from dark mana is perfectly normal qi. Adding even a smidgen of light mana to this process immediately doubles the amount produced.

So, I fiddled some more with the circle design in Tree and ran some more tests. In a weeks’ time, Tree’s circle will be fully changed. By then it will absorb nine parts dark and one part light of all eight mana sets. The total qi produced by this process is slightly higher than the amount produced right now, the additional mana types offsetting the less efficient dark and light ratios.

That should fix the depleting qi levels slightly, nudge this world’s mana imbalance back on the correct path and allow a greater growth potential for the entire pocket dimension.

For the second issue, I started designing solutions for my very own stomach pieces floating through this solar system. Firstly, I redesigned my scouting probe. Combining solar panels, more efficient engines and a wider array of available elements, I pimped the fuck out of the flying drones.

The triangular delta wing design is mostly the same. The bottom is still blue. The top is now a pitch black. The black material is super absorbent, sucking in any form of radiation. This energy is then used to compress the mana sucked through the engines into qi, which is then sucked into its core through two absorption formations.

The engines are still two tubes through which air is compressed; I made them slightly larger to increase efficiency. I then spent seven years designing a super-efficient computer system. It started as a simple finite state machine, a web made up of all possible states that its control components could be in. Making something complex turned out to be very inefficient while using that model.

I was designing these things to scan this planet for qi contamination. The last thing I want is one of these things crashing and breaking open, exposing its compressed qi core and causing it to contaminate the surroundings.

Then I tried making a basic processing unit. The shitty things about computers is that a simple central processing unit is very complicated. Making electronics do a single thing is easy and can be done with a fairly low amount of logic gates. The most basic of processors that are general-purpose are very complex beasts indeed.

Long story short, those seven years later I had designed something that I could work with. Then I added a nanoscopic portal so the drone could stay connected with Database.

Then I realised that Database could communicate with the drone through this portal, making the entire CPU design useless. Then I spent another year depressed.

In the end, I simplified the CPU some more, letting it store large amounts of data and instructions. I added a set of broad-range spectrum sensors to the drone’s nose, finishing my engineering spree with a round of optimisations and making it ready for mass production.

I then tried to adapt it so it could function in space. In the end, I scrapped that idea because of its terrible efficiency. The best way for me to get eyes in the sky above the atmosphere would be to launch a single vehicle carrying a whole boatload of miniature satellites. I will do that eventually, but not before thoroughly testing the capabilities of this planet’s orbital defence network.

Then I went over all the things I have already designed and implemented, from the mass processing plant beneath Tree’s roots to the moon. I concluded that they all performed well within acceptable limits.

That left me with one large problem: the lack of power and qi. I threw some ideas around, from setting up a massive solar park to creating a singularity drive or fusion core. Unfortunately, none of them turned out to be cost-effective.

Back on Earth, a single wind turbine needed to run for ten years before generating the energy used in its production. I kept running into the exact same problem. I could make a fusion reactor, sure, but that would require such an astronomical amount of energy that it would take hundreds of years before that investment would pay itself off. 

I kept feeling like I was in one of those incremental games I used to play. You needed to click a piece of candy ten times to buy a candy maker that would produce a single candy in ten seconds. A candy producer that made a candy in a second would cost a hundred candies. In the end, you’d end up producing gazillions of candies per second.

That segue had given me an idea though. What if I had a lot of qi generators walking about that would only need minimal up-front investment? What followed was a period of feverous theory crafting and scheduling of small tests. The needed objects, wiring, and mystical formulas made from symbols took me mere moments to design once I had the base concepts figured out. I got reminded of a certain foul-mouthed king and decided to put him on top of the volunteer list.

In the end, I came up with a simple ring design, black with a miniature silver tree symbol inlaid. The small tree contained a personal qi containment field and a small link to Database for spying purposes.

Making money costs money, making qi costs qi. I managed to give myself a splitting headache at this point. So, I decided to stop beating myself up and look at suboptimal decisions that the people in my surroundings have made so far.

I requested a large amount of data from Database and combed through that for a couple of years. I concluded that my disciples are spoiled brats. Ket tried teaching the wonders of science but ended up making a cult. Bord turned out to be a horrible slave-driving dictator. Angeta kept running away from her problems, her eaten tail and her pursuers both.

Selis is turning into a straight-up psychopath and Lola is as lazy as ever. Vox… I don’t want to think about those horrible attempts at flirting anymore. Ares is still a wet noodle, her spine made from the softest substance known to man. Tess is the only one that’s pretty neutral. Except for her animal abuse, she does not appreciate all that feathered kitty cat has done for her.

My headache only became worse.

By now, the web of social interactions and relations had become a gigantic clusterfuck that even I couldn’t make heads or tails of anymore. Following a single strand works fine, but any form of overview is lost when zooming out even slightly.

More inconsistencies came up when I took a wider look at my surroundings. The entire dungeon in Capital city doesn’t make a lot of sense to me, to be honest. Every single person with a lick of common sense and working eyes would be able to deduce that only a fraction of the food consumed by that city is imported.

Then there are the dragon attacks, both the one on Tower City and the one my students fought off while I stepped into the foundation realm. First, I thought that my mana tornadoes attracted the trio of attacking dragons, but how did the Flight sense it from so far away? Rhea cannot sense mana fluctuations with such high sensitivity and Flight Mountain is far enough that a massive sensor network or antenna would be needed to receive such disturbances.

And the dragon fleet that attacked my students must have left from Flight Mountain before I started my breakthrough to get there that quick. And why did the massive air mana-storm Rhea caused while singing not attract any dragons?

No matter how I looked at these problems, I felt like I was missing a large part of the puzzle. So, I decided to not think about these irritating things anymore.

I distracted myself by querying Database for an update on how the real world is doing. The beast hordes that used to cover the foothills east of Tower City were all pulled into Tree at this point. The large majority of students had been evacuated to the moon, with only my original students and a small community to the south of Tree holding out against the raining beasties.

I frowned as I saw that nobody was missing any limbs. Then I noticed that Database had lowered the evacuation injury level, lowering it from ‘absolutely life-threatening’ to merely ‘threatening.’ On the one hand, I was glad that Database showed some initiative. On the other hand, my threatening speech about missing genitals and limbs had lost its edge. I asked for Database’s reasons, and it showed me some interesting data it had gathered about the qi ecosystem of the entire dimension.

That’s when things started to click. The qi generation had spiked tremendously. All the beast remains had brought some much-needed energy variety to Tree’s dimension, and the fighting had generated enough energy turbulence to kickstart several qi generators. No longer was the revolving sea the only substantial source of new qi; now small eddies and streams of power revolved around large battle sites. The large variety of powers and elements used in the chaos were helping the circulation of energies through Tree’s lands.

Having people permanently injured would only cause them to spend large amounts of qi and food in the regrowing of limbs, Database had ruled this as inefficient and prevented these injuries.

I also sensed some other form of energy influencing the dimension as a whole. I would have called it something like faith energy, had I not known better. Maybe a collective consciousness? I didn’t sense it before, but maybe Tree’s dimension now has enough occupants to start forming something like a will of its own? Planets are influenced by its occupants, so there is no reason this wouldn’t happen in this space also.

It felt youthful, full of vigour and vibrant powers. Pure potential and enthusiasm. Also a faint feeling of pressure, of urgency. I wondered what that was about for a long time, but couldn’t come to any clear conclusions. I tasked Database with alerting me when a clear message could be transferred. This Will is still too faint to form coherent sentences.

Headache gone, I wanted to run a battery of tests on this phenomenon. But how do you test something like this? I tried to come up with ways to find out the mechanics that drive such a will generation but kept getting stuck on how to measure it.

It is the soul conundrum all over again, I concluded. A consciousness is needed to measure this amalgamation of all consciousnesses inside a defined area. I ended up shrugging my shoulders and deciding just to see how this thing will play out.

Then I faffed about with rocket design for a bit. I even spent a couple of decades theorising on how to make qi-powered self-replicating spaceships. I churned out a couple of viable designs in the end but kept getting stuck on how I could prevent mutation down the line. Accounting for a couple of thousands of generations is rather easy, but a cultivator needs to take a longer view of things.

All safety measures will break to brute force attacks, and time is the most brutal of forces there is. My safety percentages went down the drain after a million generations or so, and I’m not willing to let this universe turn into a singular mass of dumb, self-replicating machines just because I didn’t do my engineering homework properly.

Having spent several dozen years by myself, satisfying my introverted side, I decided to bring things to a close. I took all the data I had accumulated and condensed it into a usable format, trying to get an overview of all my mental efforts.

So that’s where I am now, trying to form some sort of conclusion from this hermit-like thinking effort I just did. I’ve got to say though, nothing like a self-imposed exile that lasts a few decades to clear my head. I’ve immersed myself in practical problems for so long that I barely remember the reason I closed myself off in the first place.

Ah, the stupid decisions I made, right? Those mistakes that don’t really matter in the long run? They seemed pretty damning, but put into perspective they don’t mean shit.

Anyway, now I need to make some decisions. So, I want to continue my devil-may-care attitude concerning my small sect? I might call it a school, but it’s turning into a sect, I must admit. To be totally honest, I want to put some sort of system in place and then watch it grow. I don’t want to be bogged down with all of the minutiae that comes with ruling over a large group of people.

Yeah, so let’s just not! I turn to Database and see how it’s doing. It is absorbing any and all power that comes near the moon, allowing it to steadily grow in power. It being my qi clone, it still has a long way to go before it reaches similar power levels to me. It’s at the level of a top-tier solid core cultivator right now.

It has the thinking capacity of a small child or a smart animal. That should be enough, right? I give it administrative rights and put a process in place that sends me daily updates on all it does. I form a self-reflection process next. That should allow it to change and grow in a manner which proves the most efficient. Allowing it administrative rights to the rule sets and quest logs already in place completes that job.

Then I line up a new set of tasks for the mass production plant under Tree’s roots. First, it will start making the new drones I designed. That should give me a heads-up on any world-destroying catastrophes before they become a lot of trouble to fix. I schedule a series of rockets to be produced after global drone coverage has been achieved.

Checking on Database, I see that it has scheduled a large list of quests, varying from the gathering of new types of plants and herbs too finding the dragon that ate Angeta’s tail. I green-light nearly all of them. I then add a new rule to Database so it will stop spying on people and generating quests based on random comments it overheard.

I wanted to poke my eyes out when I read some of the things it had generated. I do not want to know about my student’s fetishes and deepest, whispered wishes and desires, after all.

And then I find myself without any new tasks to do. For the first time in relative decades, I have no big problems to think about. Firming up my will, I decide to return to the real world. I have shut off my senses like a big baby, running away from my problems, so I’m slightly curious about what’s been happening.

Two bouncing globes jiggle in front of me. The ceiling is stone, and I’m covered in sweat.

pant “Oh, hey Drew, you’re back” pant

This is an interesting way of waking up…

“Hey Rhea, whatcha doing?”

pant “I was feeling an itch and you were available?” She stops for a moment to smirk at me. “You unlocked this urge, after all. Take responsibility.”

I mentally shrug my shoulders and flip us over. “Bad dragon, you need to be punished.” I then spend a few hours educating Re-Haan.








extra Chapter
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This is an April fools’ chapter. It is optional and can be skipped.

 

I ‘ve realised my mistake. It’s almost as if my experiences in the cultivation world have taught me nothing. The strong rule the weak and might make right after all. If the victor decides what is true and righteous, I’ll just have to be the victor. How difficult a concept is that to grasp?

All my mistakes, every error in judgement and oversight I have made will be forgotten if I can simply survive the last person to witness them. I can easily accomplish this by slaughtering the last person to witness them. I forgot to include a third of all power available in this world in the attraction formation inside Tree? No problem, I will just have to beat up Tree. Giving those below me the freedom to do as they wish? What foolish folly, I will subjugate them and rule with an iron fist.

Suddenly, the energy between heaven and earth comes gushing towards me, almost as if the universe has recognised me and is now giving me its power willingly. No longer needing to transform the qi into my own through hard work and meditation, I feel my cultivation base skyrocketing.

My foundational cultivation base solidifies once again, forming a pillar. The energy keeps gushing inside my fleshy body, forming another pillar. And another. Nine pillars form in total, all filled with a majestic air, brimming with absolute power. A dragon forms, which roars to the heavens. A majestic and mystical and mysterious air surrounds the dragon, which curls up and goes to sleep.

I open my eyes, rays of light piercing the skies as my eyes glow with mystical mysticism. Looking around, I see that I am laying across Tess’s mount, the last few savage mutants disappearing as they are sucked into Tree. I stand up, my robes flapping majestically in the breeze.

Wait, I’m wearing robes? Yes, black robes with majestic dragons embroidered in mystical patterns. My long hair flows in the wind, and I glimpse the law of air currents inside my flowing flows of flowing hair. Enlightenment pours into my mind, causing the dragon in my core to also flap around as a tornado forms around my nine pillars.

“Teach, you okay?” asks Tess.

What disrespect is this? “HOW DARE YOU ADDRESS ME, YOUR BETTER, BY NAME? CALL ME MOST HONORED REVERED SENIOR TEACH, YOU INSOLENT WHELP!”

The cat below me explodes into a fine bloody mist under the sound of my voice. Everybody freezes. I see Ferah, Tess, Ket and Rhea looking at me with horror in their eyes.

“Noooo! Blacky!” calls Ferah.

“KITTY!” Tess falls to her knees.

“Teach, what’s going on?” Rhea is looking at me with wide eyes.

“Address me as revered senior Teach. I will not repeat myself.” I stare at my disobedient subordinates with a piercing glare. Tess, Ket and Ferah spit out a mouth full of blood, unable to resist my killing intent. Rhea stumbles as she barely resists the mental pressure.

“I have seen the Dao. Truth is a grain of rice while lies are flowing water. The beginning of all can be read on the back of a shampoo bottle while the end is foretold in the eyes of children.” It all makes sense now.

Rhea looks very confused as she struggles to stand. I release the pressure and put my arm around her. “Be still now, darling. I will only love you and be faithful forever. Unless you agree to me having a few side-hoes, of course. No, I don’t need your agreement. I will stand above all things, after all. That includes your opinion, the opinion of my readers and all the harem-hating faggots out there.”

I spit on the ground, my saliva forming profound patterns. I lose myself in the flowing water as I sense my spit dribble down my chin, gaining enlightenment on the truth and Dao of water. Rhea has fainted by now and is foaming at the mouth. I stuff a mystical healing pill between her soft as jade-like lips and put her head on my chest.

Rising into the air, I call forth a mystical sword from my ring. Standing upon the blade, I soar through the skies as I transform into a multicoloured prismatic streak of light. The area behind me explodes as I suddenly move many times the speed of sound.

I cast a glance backwards, only to see the mountains behind me exploding. Maybe moving so fast that the air transforms into plasma was a bad idea? I cast my spiritual sense backwards and sense no life. Ah well, I can get more disciples later, I guess.

“Fwwububueurueu, fbabawawwwuwuwuw!” Yes, that is what I must do. I sense the wind roaring past me as it flaps my cheeks to and fro. I gain enlightenment in the profundities of air for a moment before I become bored.

I appear above Tower City, a stain on my honour. They dared to lay hands on my disciples. Also, that shopkeeper dared to try to scam me. I must cleanse this blight; they gave me no face so now I will give them no face.

I snort, the dragon roars and my nine pillars transform into a perfect golden core. The shockwave of physical force emanating from my nostrils flattens the entire city. That should teach them a lesson. How dare that shopkeeper try to make a living.

“I will not rest until all my enemies are slain and lie dead before me; that is an oath I will swear to the heavens.” The heavenly Dao descends, confirming my oath. Mysterious, profound and mystical light descends, marking me as a chosen of heaven.

Cool!

Now for those shitty nobles. Nobles are always evil. Everyone knows that. The poor folk that follow those evil nobles must therefore also be evil. With a mysterious glimmer in my eye, I speed onwards, travelling on the sword as I employ the Soaring Skies Swift Traversal sword technique.

Mere moments later, leaving another massive trail of superheated and exploding plasma in my wake, I float above the Capital. “I’M HERE FOR REVENGE! I WILL SLAUGHTER ALL MY ENEMIES UNTIL THE NINTH GENERATION, THIS I SWEAR BY THE HEAVENS!”

More golden light descends, and my perfect mysterious heavenly golden perfect core transforms into a multicoloured nascent soul. I pour in all my understanding of science and my nascent soul transforms into a nine-hundred and ninety-nine petaled heavenly lily.

Each petal is a different colour, representing a unique element. The red petal represents fire. The lime green petal is nuclear power, the mauve one is the earth while the ochre petal radiates an earthworm energy. The teal petal is the smell of freshly cut grass, the blue one is ice-nine, the black one represents my hate for poorly produced rap music and the purple one is the power of friendship. Naming all of them would take too long, but each one holds a profound and mystical light, shining brightly.

I grasp the sword under my feet in my hands and swing lightly. Two hundred million thousand sword beams shoot from my sword, glittering with a sharp aura, obliterating the massive city below. My evil and wicked enemies scream in terror as I ruthlessly cut them down one by one. I don’t even spare the puppies and kittens.

The city now in ruins due to my totally justified and righteous wrath, I feel happy knowing that another possible threat to my existence and immortality is now gone.

Then the entire world shakes as a wave a trillion metres high comes from the sea. I swing my sword again, this time infusing the enlightenment of waves I just gained enlightenment on into my strike. The wave dies screaming and coughing blood as it explodes into a fine mist.

A massive dragon, three million thousand li long emerges from the earth. It opens its massive maws as molten lava drips from its scales. The sea boils as the city-sized chunks of molten stone fall.

“WHO DARES DISTURB MY SLU-”

Knowing an enemy when I see one, I ruthlessly squint at this new foe. It seems a bit sleepy still, so now is the best time to strike. Circling the ninth path of the Divine Viagra Path Of Heaven Threading With Big Steps through my fleshly body, I kick the massive lizard in the gonads. It squeals like a little girl as it soars into space.

The moon-sized dragon crashes into the moon, shattering it into a quadrillion pieces. I knew that dragon was evil, after all. In its rapid departure upward, it took the majority of this planet’s atmosphere with it. The moon’s fragments are now raining down around me, turning the entire world into a hellscape.

I knew that dragon was evil, I should have killed it earlier. “I WILL HAVE MY REVENGE, YOU FOUL BEAST. THIS I SWEAR ON THE HEAVENS!”

More golden light pours into my core, turning my hyper-polished awesome perfect golden core nascent soul flower in a Dao seeker path. I walk down the path using the mighty technique of power walking and reach the immortal gates. Profound energy pours from between its opening crack, so I kick it lightly.

The immortal gates crumble under my mighty kicking Dao as immortal energy gushes into my core.

So that’s how I finally achieved immortality.

The end.
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Thank you for reading the second book in the Dao of Magic series. Teach’s adventures will continue in the third book, out now!

 

If you enjoyed the book, I’d appreciate it if you could leave a review. Even if you didn’t enjoy the book, I’d love to hear why. Reviews are vital to independent publishers, so either scroll through to the end of this book and leave your thoughts on the book page, or you can follow this link:

geni.us/DAO-2

 

If you want to read more, right now, join my mailing list to get access to exclusive bonus content! Go to my personal website and sign up now to get access to exclusive content like a world-map and bonus chapters:

WeirdWhirl.com
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Andries (WeirdWhirl) Louws is an avid reader of fantasy, science fiction and pretty much everything interesting since a young age. He is still thankful to the nice ladies at the local library that let him check out all those violent action thrillers, epic fantasy books and encyclopaedias without enforcing age requirements. He also studied multimedia design and computer science while devouring as many novels, audiobooks, and video games as he could get his hands on. He then started writing his own stories after reading one too many badly translated Chinese novels and hasn’t stopped since.

 

WeirdWhirl.com

Twitter.com/WeirdWhirl

Patreon.com/WeirdWhirl

Instagram.com/WeirdWhirl

Facebook.com/WeirdWhirlWriting

 

Also, read my other stories and books!

 

The Dao of Magic: Book I

The Dao of Magic: Book II

The Dao of Magic: Book III

Skeleton in Space: Histaff

 

Skeleton in Space.

It’s about a magical skeleton - named Douglas - who ends up in a science-fiction universe. He then proceeds to try and live a fulfilling life, even though he’s surrounded by self-absorbed spoiled women, ancient monsters who own a sizable chunk of the galaxy, and bioengineered superweapons.








Check out these amazing groups where you can find more fantastic books:

 

This group is dedicated to fans of cultivation, wuxia & xanxia novels.

Cultivation novels
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Angeta: A young female beastkin with an affinity for all things green. Does NOT have anger issues. One of Teach’s students.

Ares: A wet rag of a girl, Vox’s sister doesn’t have a single bone in her body. She also has a high affinity for light mana. One of Teach’s students.

Ascent: The boat built by Drew and his students.

Bord: A large kid with a love of food. Might be able to manipulate gravity, but don’t ask him, he wouldn’t know what those words mean. A heartcore cultivator. One of Teach’s students.

Braincore: A method of cultivation where the nexus of power is placed inside the brainstem. This allows for extreme mental skills such as complex qi formations and mental time dilation.

Bright mana: The light side of elemental mana.

Capital Dungeon: A gaping hole in the ground surrounded by a circular castle, this piece of impossible geometry holds a dungeon filled with beasts, monsters, and danger. Tends to reward the daring delver with food.

Cultivation: The practice of taking the energies between Heaven and Earth into oneself, empowering the cultivating individual.

Cultivation World: The first world Drew transmigrated to, a traditional Xanxia universe filled with ruthless sects, ancient legacies, and mysterious powers.

Danarius: An old light mage.

Delver: Brave souls that dare (or are forced) to enter the dungeons.

Dim mana: The dark side of elemental mana.

Drew Liam: Originally a normal man from modern Earth, he transmigrated into a ruthless cultivation world. After a thousand years of escapades and adventures, his ascension was denied as he was slapped into a lower realm.

Ferah: A red and white furred beastkin girl.

Gutcore: A method of cultivation where the nexus of power is placed inside the stomach. This allows for a mix of physical and magical reinforcement and combat.

Heartcore: A method of cultivation where the nexus of power is placed inside the heart. This allows for extreme physical prowess and toughness, yet underwhelming magical capacities otherwise.

Ket: Ex baggage carrier, this thin and dark young man has an affinity for metal. Possibly autistic, but his braincore allows him to calculate the optimal social path. One of Teach’s students.

King: The human king of the Shi-Eit kingdom. His name is unknown. Curses a lot.

Lola: A little rabbit heartcore cultivator. Drew’s pet. One of the most powerful beings on the planet.

Magic World: The current world, a medieval low fantasy world filled with dragons, magic, pirates, beast-people, and dungeons.

Mana: The power present in the Magic World, this multifaceted power is divided into multiple elements, each containing a dark and light counterpart.

Mana Dungeon: A massive sphere of black stone, this piece of impossible geometry holds a dungeon filled with beasts, monsters, and danger. Tends to reward the daring delver with mana crystals.

Mana mutant: An animal that suffered from an extreme dark and light mana imbalance. This caused a mutation in the animal’s bodily composition and possibly an increase in strength.

Peak Dungeon: A massive triangular pillar of dark stone, this piece of impossible geometry holds a dungeon filled with beasts, monsters, and danger. Tends to reward the daring delver with tools and furniture.

Qi: A mystical higher power. This energy is a supernatural high energetic state that’s susceptible to influence from consciousness.

Re-Haan: A female dragon, over two millennia old. The current Guardian of the human Shi-Eit kingdom, she used to spend nearly all of her time napping the years away.

Rhea: Teach’s nickname for Re-Haan.

Rodrick: A massive beastkin with a love for axes.

Selis: A rather cute girl with blue hair and a love of water. Is known to have a mean streak when crossed. One of Teach’s students.

Teach: See Drew Liam.

Tess: A black-haired girl with an affinity for sneaking and shadows. One of Teach’s students.

Tower Dungeon: A massive pillar of light stone, this piece of impossible architecture holds a dungeon filled with beasts, monsters, and danger. Tends to reward the daring delvers with weapons and armour.

Tree: A slightly larger tree. It was otherwise completely unremarkable until Drew forcefully elevated its consciousness using qi.

Valerius: A rather weak earth mage that would rather be farming.

Vox: A redheaded young man of questionable sexual orientation. Like his sister, he has a high affinity for light influenced energies. One of Teach’s students.
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